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ABSTRACT
Santos, Jennifer Ann. Transformational and trauma-informed social-emotional learning at the
secondary level. Published Doctor of Education dissertation, University of Northern
Colorado, 2022.
This grounded constructivist theory study explored 21 public-school teachers’
perceptions of important knowledge for implementing social-emotional content at the secondary
level to diverse populations of students and students who have experienced trauma. The
participants in this study represented seven unique school districts from two different states in
suburban and rural settings who have taught Social-Emotional Learning for at least 2 years. One
main research question and three sub-questions guided this grounded theory study: What is your
perception regarding what are important aspects of Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of all learners from all
backgrounds? What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of learners dealing with trauma?
What should secondary educators know and be able to do during inclusive SEL instruction? The
data collection methods included 60-90-minute, individual, in-depth interviews with secondary
teachers and a voluntary follow-up focus group discussion with participants to verify data given
in the individual interviews. Three rounds of coding were conducted throughout data analysis:
open, axial, and selective. Throughout data collection and analysis, constant comparison of data
were completed to identify emerging categories and themes aligned to participant quotes, views,
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and experiences in the classroom. The overarching theme identified in implementing secondary
SEL that is transformative and trauma-informed was building positive relationships with students
from all backgrounds and experiences. The Theory of Important Knowledge for Inclusive
Secondary SEL Instruction focuses on teachers building relationships and getting to know
students first and foremost through knowing themselves, students and implementing inclusive
SEL content. This model is enhanced by administrative support, proper professional
development, and training in transformative and trauma-informed Social-Emotional Learning,
and the availability of appropriate resources for teachers. In each of the three themes, the teacher
participants’ voices revealed answers to the research questions, and these were the data used
during analysis and findings. Discussion of the findings occurs regarding implications for
secondary teachers and school leaders and recommendations for further research. We are
continuing to navigate the same issues that prompted this study and therefore will have much
more data to collect regarding the impact of COVID-19 and the social-justice movement on
education.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Background
Educators and students alike were navigating one of the most unusual and tumultuous
times in its history as students, teachers, and school administrators dealt simultaneously with a
global pandemic as well as a nationwide social-justice movement during the 2019-2020 and
2020-2021 school years. Many students from preschool to post-secondary ages returned to
school after a 6-month hiatus due to the mandatory closures in March of 2020 as a result of the
spread of Coronavirus (Peele & Riser-Kositsky, 2020). In addition to the pandemic, school
communities were returning amidst the Black Lives Matter movement which could be among the
largest social-justice movements in American history (Buchanan et al., 2020). The combined
effects of racism and of the pandemic on the mental health of children from all backgrounds
needed to be addressed as students returned to classrooms (Minahan, 2020). Individuals respond
to stressful and sometimes scary events in different ways; the key was educators were mindful of
these different reactions and that educators kept an open mind when working in schools’ postpandemic and during a social-justice movement (Souers & Hall, 2020).
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL; 2020b), a
nationwide social-emotional resource for educators, stated that the transition back to school postCOVID and post-Black Lives Matter would be a return to school like no other in history and that
educators and students were dealing with a multitude of social-emotional issues which caused all
people involved to be emotionally charged. Additionally, according to a study from
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Elias (2019), neurobiologists have continued to support that there were elaborate
biological-educational connections that social-emotional experiences (whether negative or
positive) with peers and adults in school have impacts on brain development. Simply put,
students, teachers, and leaders have felt disconnected long before the pandemic; and they were at
risk of feeling it well after a vaccine arrives (DeWitt, 2020). This historic time offered an
opportunity to pause and imagine how to bring together educators, students, families, and
community partners to co-create transformative learning experiences that cultivate the social,
emotional, and academic competencies needed to contribute to a caring, thriving, and just society
(CASEL, 2020b).
Schools across the United States, and even across districts in the same state, chose
different avenues for providing continued education to the over 55.1 million students in the
124,000 public and private schools affected by the March 2020 closures, most of which remained
closed through the end of the 2019-2020 school year (Peele & Riser-Kositsky, 2020). Students
returned to school in a variety of models, including fully remote, hybrid (students attended
school only 1 or 2 days a week and were remote for the remaining days), and fully in-person
learning. Students have dealt with this disruption to their normal school schedule while living
through a tense political time where teacher-student and student-student connections were
important to healing but hard to achieve in the different learning modules in place as we
continued to deal with the Coronavirus pandemic (Peele & Riser-Kositsky, 2020). Taking
advantage of this moment of re-entry required all members of school communities to deepen
social and emotional competencies and create equitable learning environments where all students
and adults process, heal, and thrive (CASEL, 2020b). Souers and Hall (2020) claimed;

3
We can build a culture of safety--a nest if you will--for the adults and students of our
districts, our schools, our classrooms, and even our virtual environments. Educators
cannot stop trauma (such as the pandemic) from happening, we can, however, create a
safe place for ourselves and our students to go, regardless of what might be impacting us.
(p. 35)
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL), particularly at the secondary level, took on a deeper
significance as educators and school leaders navigated a very different type of schooling during
and post-pandemic (CASEL, 2020b). Educators at all levels had to be willing to connect with
students socially and emotionally and, although this happened more frequently at the elementary
level, these connections were equally important for secondary students, as adolescents may
especially need social and emotional help (Yeager, 2017). Students at the secondary level were
learning how to handle new demands in school and social life while dealing with new, intense
emotions (both positive and negative). At this time in their lives, teenagers were increasingly
feeling that they should deal with these intense emotions without adult guidance (Elias, 2019)
and social and emotional learning was one way to help students navigate these difficulties
(Yeager, 2017). Eighty-one percent of educators surveyed by Educational Weekly Magazine
stated their school placed some or a lot of focus on Social-Emotional Learning for grades 1-3,
but only 66% said the same was true for grades 9-12 (Prothero, 2020). In their April 2020 report
of the “Colorado School District Needs Inventory,” the Colorado Department of Education and
Colorado Education Initiative reported the top need expressed by school leader’s post-pandemic
and upon students returning to school was student emotional support.
Adults, especially educators during tumultuous times need emotional support as well. As
the monthly open-access medical journal published by the American Medical Association
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(JAMA) revealed, the prevalence of depression symptoms in U.S. adults had tripled since the
pandemic began (Ettman et al., 2020). Educators rapidly acquired new instructional delivery
methods and some were balancing both in-person and remote instruction. Teachers with decades
of teaching experience felt like they were back in year one, and educators across the country
were on the receiving end of a steady stream of demoralizing criticism (Fagell, 2020). In
addition, educators were experiencing anxiety and fear associated with getting Coronavirus due
to the exposure rate in schools and were struggling to maintain an even keel. Schools mandated
that students wear masks, but they could not guarantee perfect compliance and while, leaders
implemented safety precautions, they could not eliminate all danger or predict how individual
teachers would cope with the stress and fear; meanwhile, emotions were contagious, and children
were absorbing all the ambient anxiety (Fagell, 2020).
The most beneficial Social-Emotional Learning for students at any time had both traumainformed and culturally relevant aspects (CASEL, 2020b). Pawlo et al. (2019) articulated that
every SEL program or activity needed to anticipate the need to provide intensive support to
learners and to address particularly acute and chronic challenges. Regardless of whether students
were physically present in classrooms or learning remotely, relationships with teachers, school
leaders, support staff, families, and community members would shape learning environments and
their social, emotional, and academic growth (CASEL, 2020b). Henceforth, it has become
increasingly critical that school leaders be equipped with the knowledge and ability to train their
staff regarding the importance of emotionally connecting with their students and equipping staff
members with the tools to make those connections. As schools started to reopen across the
country, educators were given an opportunity to support the emotional and mental health of their
students, as well as themselves; only then could learning begin again (Walker, 2020).
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School professional development and teacher education programs have now started to
require an understanding of mental health, social-emotional competencies, and health needs of
students in addition to expectations related to trauma, cultural responsiveness, racism, and
implicit and explicit bias (CASEL, 2020b). These changes in professional development and
teacher pre-service programs would ensure teachers were trained in foundations of positive
interventions and supports, restorative justice, and conflict resolution practices in order to foster
a caring community where each student was treated fairly and respectfully by adults and peers in
the classroom (Bouffard, 2018).
To better prepare teachers with these skills, it was essential to embed SEL practices and
necessary skills for implementing SEL into pre-service teacher education so that socialemotional competencies may be promoted both in teachers and their students (Schonert-Reichl,
2017). Embedding these practices into ongoing teacher education not only would help promote
social-emotional competencies and favorable academic outcomes but also would promote
teachers’ well-being and reduce stress and burnout (Yang et al., 2018). Educators, researchers,
and policymakers in various countries have increasingly recognized the importance of addressing
students’ social-emotional development in efforts to optimize educational outcomes (Collie et
al., 2015).
Social-Emotional Learning
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) has been around in some form or another for over a
century (Osher et al., 2016), however, in 1995 it was formally named Social-Emotional Learning
in Goleman’s (2009) publication of Emotional Intelligence. Social-Emotional Learning was here
to stay according to Elias (2019), who stated as well that all learning was social and emotional.
Social-Emotional Learning as originally defined as the “processes by which all young people and
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adults acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities,
manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others,
establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring decisions”
(CASEL, 2020a, p. 5).
A more refined definition of SEL currently referred to the “process of integrating
cognition, emotion, and behavior into teaching and learning such that adults and children build
self-and social-awareness skills, learn to manage their own and others’ emotions and behaviors,
make responsible decisions, and build positive relationships” also known as CASEL’s (2020a, p.
5) five SEL competencies. According to the Social and Emotional Learning Roadmap for
Reopening School, published by CASEL in July 2020, amid the social-justice movement and the
pandemic, four critical practices were put forth to foster and promote the original five
competencies and learning environments that students and adults need to reunite, renew, and
thrive. These included taking time to cultivate and deepen relationships, build partnerships, and
plan for SEL; design opportunities where adults could connect, heal, and build their capacity to
support students; create safe, supportive, and equitable learning environments that could promote
all students’ social and emotional development; and use data as an opportunity to share power,
deepen relationships, and continuously improve support for students, families, and staff
(CASEL, 2020a).
Many SEL curricula have existed that hold implications for school leadership and were
available for adoption by P-12 educational institutions. Dating back to the early 20th century,
SEL approaches were derived from a variety of development lenses or schools of thought (Osher
et al., 2016). One school of thought, according to Elias (2019), stated that, in order to increase
student achievement, students need to have their social-emotional needs attended to, including
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being in a healthy state of mind. Elias referred to this as “whole-child education” or
“brain-friendly learning” and insisted that safe and developmentally appropriate conditions for
learning must be provided in schools. This would be especially true when students returned to
school during the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 school years.
School leaders would benefit from having a greater understanding of what was important
when implementing SEL for our diverse learners and those who had experienced trauma during
this tumultuous time in history. Leaders could share this knowledge of what’s important with
teachers navigating this new world of education amidst a pandemic and a social-justice
movement (CASEL, 2020b). We know that interactions between teachers and students have
contributed to the quality of the classroom environment and supported students’ academic and
social outcomes (Cipriano et al., 2019). Research has supported the value of SEL for a wide
variety of ages, showing that it was associated with positive student outcomes such as greater
prosocial behavior and academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). Schools were critical
contexts for promoting SEL because children spent a significant portion of their time in school,
and previous research has successfully established a link between well-implemented SEL
programming in schools and positive social, emotional, behavioral, and academic outcomes.
Therefore, it would be up to schools to become a haven for children’s social-emotional health
and well-being development (Cipriano et al., 2019).
Transformative Social-Emotional
Learning
Jagers et al. (2019) posed the following question: How can SEL be leveraged to help
youth from historically marginalized racial, ethnic and socioeconomic groups to realize their
fullest potential as contributing members of an increasingly complex and diverse global
community? Due to the current social environment, which has called into question equity in all
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facets, schools need to ensure that SEL was culturally sensitive and relevant to ensure its impact
and appropriateness, and works toward equity in the classroom (CASEL, 2020b).
Durlak et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions
and discovered 31% of studies did not report on student ethnicity, 32% did not report on
socioeconomic status (SES), only 47% of the schools included were considered urban, and a
scant 12% of studies included programs that lasted more than 2 years. Durlak et al.’s (2011)
meta-analysis indicated that the cultural aspects of SEL were not considered in most curricula.
Furthermore, Kennedy’s (2019) study revealed an overall color-blind, gender-neutral,
heteronormative, one-size-fits-all approach to SEL as the norm. It was this hegemonic approach
that Kennedy challenged through the conceptualization of SEL leadership from a caring, equityoriented lens by teachers and leaders alike. School leaders could empower teachers to access
their self-efficacy by asking them to plan an inclusive SEL lesson, considering the diverse needs
of their students and how they could help them feel successful. Social-Emotional Learning that
has taken into consideration the diverse cultures present in the classroom could ultimately
elevate diverse perspectives, especially if some voices or groups had been left out of
conversations and decisions about school in the past (CASEL, 2020b). Social-Emotional
Learning programs have had differential effects on children based on socio-cultural factors and
some have considered socio-cultural elements in their design and development, however, a true
culturally sensitive, transformative SEL curriculum has the ability to affect children from all
cultural groups (Garner et al., 2014).
Transformative SEL connoted a process whereby students and teachers build strong,
respectful relationships founded on an appreciation of similarities and differences, learning to
critically examine root causes of inequity, and develop collaborative solutions to community and
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societal problems (Jagers et al., 2018). They went on to state that the concept of transformative
SEL was a means to better articulate the potential of SEL to mitigate the educational, social, and
economic inequities that derive from the interrelated legacies of racialized cultural oppression in
the United States and globally, deeper in context than culturally relevant SEL on its own (Jagers
et al., 2018). In SEL instruction, color blindness could lead to an unspoken conceptualization of
social and emotional competencies based on a white cultural frame (Gregory & Fergus, 2017).
Schoolwide implementation of Social-Emotional Learning has had the potential to
support the development of cultural assets such as ethnic-racial identity among African
American and Latinx students (Rivas-Drake et al., 2020). Developing social awareness, a core
SEL competency, could require youth to explore others’ backgrounds and cultures, while also
understanding the social norms for behavior in different groups and recognizing their different
social support networks (Rivas-Drake et al., 2020). Jagers et al. (2019) argued that, for SEL to
adequately serve those from underserved communities and promote the optimal developmental
outcomes for all children, youth, and adults, it must cultivate in students the knowledge,
attitudes, and skills required for critical examination and collaborative action to address root
causes of inequities. Because transformative SEL has more of an equity-based lens and overall
change impact than culturally relevant SEL alone, the rest of the study references transformative
SEL, which encases the idea of culturally relevant SEL within its connotation.
Trauma-Informed Social-Emotional
Learning
According to the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (2014), close to 40 % of
students in the United States have been exposed to some form of traumatic stressor in their lives.
In this nationally representative survey to determine the prevalence of trauma in children aged 12
to 17, 8% of respondents reported a lifetime of prevalent sexual assault, 17 % reported physical
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assault, and 39 % reported witnessing violence (Brunzell et al., 2015). It seemed, then, that
secondary schools nationwide would benefit their students by seeking out SEL programs that had
been tailored specifically to meet the needs of traumatized children. Pawlo et al. (2019)
purported that all SEL programs and activities must be trauma-informed in practice. For SEL
programs to be trauma-informed, they must consider that many learners experience strong and
overwhelming emotions that may be connected to an acute traumatic occurrence or ongoing
chronic stressors, both of which would limit students’ information processing ability and socialemotional functioning (Pawlo et al., 2019).
The attention to students’ social, emotional, and academic development would be
particularly important now, as many students and adults may have experienced extraordinary
stress and trauma during the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years (CASEL, 2020b). The SEL
practices that were put into place in classrooms must consider this recent history and provide
specific support for students and staff returning to school. Although students were not in the
building and there were valid concerns of “learning loss,” educators also need to recognize that
learning growth and development had continued. Given the complexities and varied formal and
informal learning experiences, it would be more important than ever to deepen our understanding
of how social, emotional, and academic learning and development co-occur and how SEL
offered a critical foundation for supporting students and adults amid great uncertainty and stress
and a long-term path for sustaining thriving communities (CASEL, 2020b).
Social-Emotional Learning at the
Secondary Level
Secondary school begins at 7th and continues until 12th grade and students in secondary
school were considered adolescents experiencing the journey from childhood (age 11-13) to
adulthood (age 17-18; National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2014). Adolescence has been a
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period of tremendous learning, exploration, and opportunity, yet also a time when behavioral and
health problems could emerge or worsen, with negative consequences that last long into
adulthood (Yeager, 2017). Consistent and regular Social-Emotional Learning has been and is
currently a high need at the secondary level (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013) as SEL programs
were designed to help adolescents cope with their difficulties more successfully by improving
skills and mindsets as the skills they promote work to create respectful school environments that
young people want to be a part of (Yeager, 2017).
One avenue for looking at how teenagers had been faring with life issues currently was to
view the data for suicide rates among their age group. After stable trends from 2000 to 2007,
suicide rates for persons aged 10-24 increased from 2007 (6.8 per 100,000 persons) to 2017 (10.6
per 100,000 persons). The suicide rate for persons aged 10-14 declined from 2000 (1.5 per
100,000 persons) to 2007 (0.9 per 100,000 persons), and then nearly tripled from 2007 to 2017
(Curtin & Hedegaard, 2019). Although not the definitive reason, one could speculate that these
rates were due to increased anxiety and depression faced by adolescents currently (Prothero,
2020). The most recently available Youth Risk Behavior Survey that surveyed 10-17-year-old
youth in the United States indicated that in 2013, 30% of students reported feeling sad and
hopeless every day during the 30 days before the survey, 17% had seriously considered
attempting suicide in the 12 months before the survey, 20% had been involved in at least 1
physical fight, 7% had been threatened or injured with a weapon on school property, and 31%
reported having consumed at least 5 alcoholic drinks in a row on at least 1 day during the 30
days before the survey (Oberle et al., 2016). The mental health of adolescents has declined, 9.7%
of youth in the U.S. had severe major depression in 2020, compared to 9.2% in 2019. This rate
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was highest among youth who identified as more than 1 race, at 12.4% (Mental Health America,
2021).
Anxiety, depression, and suicide rates have been steadily growing among school-age
children while at the same time, there was a national shortage of school psychologists, according
to the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) to meet the rising need (Prothero,
2020). In addition, adolescents were dealing with social isolation due to quarantining or remote
learning, anxiety over parents losing jobs, fears of loved ones falling ill, no respite from conflicts
with family, and grief over death or missing important milestones such as graduation, the
culmination of which would have a corrosive effect on students’ mental health (Prothero, 2020).
Although school counselors were in place in most secondary schools, they too were
overwhelmed with their caseloads and had become more of a scheduling resource than a mental
health resource as of late (Prothero, 2020).
The Need for Transformative SocialEmotional Learning at the
Secondary Level
As the field of SEL has grown, so have the critiques and issues of equity have
appropriately emerged as one of the more pressing concerns for the field (Williams & Jagers,
2020). To address current issues that many students were facing in our nation and worldwide,
and to better understand the ways in which SEL might more explicitly address issues of equity
and excellence for diverse groups of youth learning in diverse settings, transformative SEL could
be a possible solution (Elias et al., 2006; Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Jagers et al., 2019; Williams
& Jagers, 2020). Social-Emotional Learning supported equity and access because belonging to a
caring, inclusive community of learners encourages all students to grow socially, emotionally,
and academically (CASEL, 2020b). A sense of community and inclusiveness would motivate
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and empower students to be fully engaged and enable schools to build on the assets that each
student possessed (Berman, 2020). Transformative SEL could impact a student long term in
terms of engaged citizenship, where equity implied distributive justice and that worked to
advance SEL as a lever for equity and excellence and required adopting targeted universalism
that promoted power, privilege, resistance, and self-determination as components to
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional competence development of diverse young people
and adults (Williams & Jagers, 2020).
The concept of transformative SEL has been a “means to better articulate the potential of
SEL to mitigate the educational, social, and economic inequities that derive from the interrelated
legacies of racialized cultural oppression in the United States and globally” (Jagers et al., 2019,
p. 163). The goal of implementing SEL that was transformative was to provide culturally
inclusive, gender identity-safe classroom communities, those in which teachers strived to ensure
students that their social identities were an asset rather than a barrier to success in the classroom
(Rivas-Drake et al., 2020), classrooms that enabled students to experience and understand the
impact of their actions on others (Jagers et al., 2019). Transformative SEL suggested that
individuals should go beyond being prosocial to their neighbor but participate in actions that
attempted to resist, disrupt, and dismantle the inequities perpetuated by a dominant culture that
kept their neighbor in an oppressed, marginalized position (Williams & Jagers, 2020). In its
fullest context, Social-Emotional Learning was about developing social consciousness and a
sense of social responsibility, guided by a moral compass that empowers one to make ethically
grounded decisions (Berman, 2020).
Social-Emotional Learning has had the capacity to mitigate and respond to the multitude
of issues facing educators and students currently in history. The impact of the multiple
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extraordinary and intertwined current events was not equal to all populations, which further
revealed the deep connections of the racial and class inequities in our education system to the
persistent disparities in the health, economic, and criminal justice systems (CASEL, 2020b).
Transformative SEL has represented an as-yet underutilized approach that SEL researchers and
practitioners could use if they sought to effectively address issues such as power, privilege,
prejudice, discrimination, social justice, empowerment, and self-determination (Jagers et al.,
2019). As leaders seek to reunite and renew school communities, they must make sense of what
led schools to this new reality; leaders must be aware of the many and varied ways the
communities they serve have experienced and could respond to this time (CASEL, 2020b).
The Need for Trauma-Informed
Social-Emotional Learning
at the Secondary Level
At the secondary level, it would be important that the provided SEL be trauma-informed
(Henfield et al., 2019). In recent years, many K-12 educators have turned to Social-Emotional
Learning as a means of providing support to students who suffered from trauma (Pawlo et al.,
2019). In fact, among schools that have implemented SEL programs, the vast majority served
significant numbers of traumatized students (American Institutes for Research, 2015). Ironically,
though, SEL programs themselves were not necessarily designed for this purpose (Pawlo et al.,
2019). It seems, then, that one answer may be for these schools to seek out SEL programs that
have been tailored specifically to meet the needs of traumatized children. However, the fact that
trauma could affect students in any school, at any time, has made it impossible to predict which
schools would require such a specialized approach, rather, SEL programs and activities must be
trauma-informed to anticipate the student’s needs (Pawlo et al., 2019).
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Paul Gorski (2020) wrote, “The trouble surfaces when we apply trauma-informed
education in ways that risk reproducing trauma or that ignore significant sources of trauma (p.
3).” He continued by sharing three transformative (in this case the meaning of transformative
was to make a marked change) commitments for trauma-informed education; attend to the
practices, policies, and aspects of institutional culture that traumatize children at school; infuse
trauma-informed education with a robust understanding of, and responsiveness to, the traumas of
systemic oppression; and dislodge hyper-punitive cultures and ideologies. Teachers could play
an important role in helping students with anxiety or trauma issues feel safe, even from a
distance (Minahan, 2020). Research in psychology, psychiatry, education, and social work
overwhelmingly has shown the positive impact that a strengths-based approach could have in
supporting the long-term success of students experiencing trauma (Zacarian et al., 2020).
Through SEL that builds asset-based relationships, encourages student’s voice, connects the
curriculum to students’ lives, and ensures routines and practices are consistent and predictable,
educators could support students to promote a learning environment where students living with
adversity felt empowered, valued, competent, and safe, as well as cognizant of their potential and
personal strengths (Zacarian et al., 2020).
The Role of Secondary School Leaders
School leaders could empower teachers to assess their self-efficacy by asking them to
plan inclusive SEL lessons, consider the diverse needs of their students, and how they as teachers
could help students feel successful and safe in school (Kennedy, 2019). The overall goal of these
SEL lessons would be to provide culturally inclusive, identity-safe classroom communities that
enable students to experience and understand the impact of their actions--or their failure to act-on others (Berman, 2020). School leaders have an opportunity to create new types of learning
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experiences and adaptive systems of support that leverage students’ and assets to help them cope
and navigate, respond to their unique needs and interests, and help them strengthen academic,
social, and emotional competencies within rich and supportive learning environments (CASEL,
2020b).
There has existed a growing body of empirical support for the notions that we could
intentionally promote P-12 students’ social, emotional, ethical, and cognitive capacities and
dispositions, as well as create a climate of learning (Cohen et al., 2009), which at this time would
be critical for all students returning to school. Leaders of SEL reforms would be wise to consider
creating professional development programs that include teachers in planning and using dialogic
interactions to surface meaningful professional development ideas (Kennedy, 2019). Greater
attention to the factors we include would provide a pivotal foundation for improving evidence
based SEL interventions to maximize their efficacy with children from all cultural groups
(Garner et al., 2014).
It has been argued by those knowledgeable about SEL instruction, that a school-wide
approach to SEL maximizes the benefits of SEL programming by becoming the organizing
framework for fostering students’ potential as scholars, community members, and citizens
(Oberle et al., 2016). In a year-long multilevel comparative case study of four high schools in
Broward County, Florida, exploring the characteristics of effective urban high schools, Rutledge
et al. (2015) found the largest differences between higher and lower performing schools were in
the components that were closely associated with the social-emotional side of schooling; higherperforming schools made deliberate efforts to connect with students; the lower performing
schools, these efforts were less purposive and less of a priority. Adults at the higher-performing
schools identified personalization as an explicit goal, and students there were more likely to
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describe teachers as “caring” and “involved” than students in the lower performing schools and
departments, administrators, guidance counselors, and faculty were more likely to describe a
positive overall school culture (Rutledge et al., 2015).
School leaders have been the key to making the implementation of SEL a reality in their
building, by properly training teachers who understood what was important when presenting
SEL to a diverse population of students and those affected by trauma (Rivas-Drake et al., 2020).
The most impactful school leaders would work to train teachers in their own social-emotional
competencies, as well as how to lead their students on a healing journey from the 2019-2020
school year moving forward (CASEL, 2020b). Secondary students would need regularly
implemented transformative and trauma-informed SEL; the awareness of this growing need must
be addressed by secondary school leaders in order to improve school culture and address the
social-emotional needs of students. Without these needs being addressed, the students would not
be prepared or even able to learn (Williams & Jagers, 2020).
Conceptual Framework
The needs of diverse learners in the SEL reforms, and how school leaders might create
culturally relevant, gender-aware, queer-friendly SEL programming have been ignored by
empirical research (Kennedy, 2019). Social-Emotional Learning programs and approaches
should advance past the one-size-fits-all model and become more transformative and traumainformed by contributing to more equitable learning experiences and outcomes for students from
diverse backgrounds and circumstances (Jagers et al., 2019). While SEL literature mostly ignores
issues of diverse learner differences, recent policy development has shown a move toward a
more inclusive, diverse approach to SEL and has claimed that schools that promote inclusion of
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diverse students had better than average SEL outcomes with African American and Latinx youth
(Kennedy, 2019).
Social-Emotional Learning has helped build an asset-based approach that affirms
students’ strengths and cultural identities and appreciates the lived experiences they bring to the
classroom (Berman, 2020). Greater attention to the factors of socio-cultural context would
provide a pivotal foundation for improving evidence based SEL interventions to maximize their
efficacy with children from all cultural groups (Garner et al., 2014). At its heart, SocialEmotional Learning has been about nurturing empathy, taking another person’s perspective,
appreciating the richness of diversity, and entering constructive dialogue to resolve differences
(Berman, 2020).
For SEL to be trauma-informed, programs must consider that many learners have been
experiencing strong and overwhelming emotions that may be connected to an acute traumatic
occurrence or ongoing chronic stressors, both of which would limit students’ information
processing ability and social-emotional functioning (Pawlo et al., 2019). Traditionally, traumainformed care has focused on providing students with the necessary skills to manage the
psychosocial and emotional turmoil brought about by trauma (Henfield et al., 2019). In recent
years, many P-12 educators have turned to SEL as a means of providing support to students who
have suffered from trauma (Jagers et al., 2019).
Educators need to recognize that the school setting itself may be one of high stress, not
only for children but for adults as well (Pawlo et al., 2019). Interventions and concepts from
positive psychology could carry important possibilities for student growth and well-being in the
trauma-informed context; yet, to successfully access many of these cognitive-based positive
psychology interventions, students must be developmentally prepared in domains such as
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regulatory capacities and relational abilities. These are domains that research has shown have
been compromised in trauma-affected students due to the brain-based effects of trauma (Brunzell
et al., 2015).
Every SEL program or activity should anticipate the need to provide intensive support to
learners and to address particularly acute and chronic challenges such as parental incarceration or
hospitalization, military deployment, threatened deportation, or racial oppression if that was what
the situation demanded (Pawlo et al., 2019). It is time to not only implement SEL that staff have
been well-trained on and proven at the secondary level, but SEL that was also transformative and
trauma-informed in nature (CASEL, 2020b).
There has been a need for transformative and trauma-informed SEL which explicitly
addressed the root causes of racial and economic inequities as well as dealing with past trauma
(Jagers et al., 2019). As Cohen (2006) warned more than a decade ago, “If federal and state
policymakers and schools continue to ignore the importance of social-emotional competencies, I
believe that this amounts to a violation of human rights. Our children deserve better. The country
deserves better” (p. 228). A systematic and sustainable approach to SEL that was research-based
and supported by main stakeholders at all organizational levels in education was now needed to
ensure that all children gained the social and emotional competencies they need to succeed in life
(Oberle et al., 2016).
The gap in the research existed regarding knowledge and implementation of SEL in
secondary schools, specifically transformative and trauma-informed SEL in our current reality.
The field of secondary SEL is new, and the transformative and trauma-informed aspects even
more so. This study aimed to explore secondary educators’ perceptions about transformative and
trauma-informed SEL. This research aimed to serve as a guide to present and future educators on
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important knowledge to have when navigating classrooms that contain students of diverse
backgrounds and have experienced or were experiencing trauma. The knowledge acquired would
serve educators who strive to build positive relationships and cultivate the ability in students to
have self-and social awareness, manage one’s emotions, make responsible decisions, cultivate
healthy relationships, and ultimately thrive in conditions that challenge them.
Statement of the Problem
One thing that was agreed upon by many researchers, was the importance of including
social-emotional teaching and learning in the school building to improve climate and culture
(Collie et al., 2015). This building-wide inclusion of SEL has been even more crucial today as
educators and students navigate these challenging times (CASEL, 2020b). As Randy Do, an 18year-old 2020 graduate stated, “We were born after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, we grew up in a
recession, we’re facing one now, we have to face college debt, school shootings, climate change,
the pandemic, and social unrest, and we have so many worries as teenagers … we are asking
ourselves if it is worth it” (Kim, 2020, paragraph 2). This student’s experience and honesty
called to action educators of secondary students to reconnect to their work and navigate these
tough times together with students and their school communities.
Two main problems in intervention and prevention research were: (a) that few evidencebased interventions were successfully translated into practice, integrated, and sustained over time
and (b) that the infrastructure and capacity to support the system-wide implementation of
evidence-based practices was often missing (Oberle et al., 2016). There were few evidence-based
SEL programs implemented faithfully and for a long period at the secondary level, and there was
even less evidence to suggest that these programs were transformative and trauma-informed in
nature (Garner et al., 2014; Kennedy, 2019; Rowe & Trickett, 2018; Taylor et al., 2017). These
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transformative and trauma-informed SEL practices have been critical at the secondary level
currently, and yet there was still a lack of research focused on addressing the issue by seeking
out the SEL interventions proven to be transformative and trauma-informed that were in practice
today (Henfield et al., 2019; Pawlo et al., 2019; Taylor et al., 2017).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore secondary educators’ perceptions about
transformative and trauma-informed Social-Emotional Learning. Qualitative research has been
about exploring a problem to understand the phenomenon deeply (Creswell, 2015). When
conducting a qualitative research study and gathering evidence through interviews primarily, and
through a focus group of teachers, secondarily (Briggs et al., 2012) the researcher could interpret
the experiences of the participants, which were key to unlocking a deeper understanding of the
central phenomenon in question (Creswell, 2015). In this research study, that phenomenon was
SEL that meets the needs of diverse learners and those students who had experienced trauma, as
well as SEL that did not retraumatize students and worked to create an inclusive classroom
environment. The result of the research would give educators the experts’ perceptions of what
was important in implementing SEL according to practitioners and participants, fit in that
category.
This study was relevant and would continue to be in the future as it would provide school
leaders with knowledge about inclusive SEL that served to improve the lives of all types of
learners. This research would also provide insight to help design professional development
opportunities for secondary school teachers to put transformative and trauma-informed SEL into
practice in the future. Schools in partnership with their communities, districts, and states could
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use this insight to foster the competencies and learning environments that students and adults
need to reunite, renew, and thrive (CASEL, 2020b).
Research Questions
This qualitative grounded theory research study was designed and carried out to
investigate the following questions:
Q1

What are secondary school educators’ perceptions of what is important in
implementing SEL so that it meets the needs of diverse learners and students
affected by trauma?
Q1a

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of all
learners from all backgrounds?

Q1b

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of learners
dealing with trauma?

Q1c

What should secondary educators know and be able to do during inclusive
SEL instruction?

In qualitative inquiry, such as this study, the purpose was to develop, explore, and make
informed inferences about a phenomenon rather than to generalize about a population (Creswell,
2015). Qualitative methodologies have been used when little was known about the research
problem and further inquiry was needed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Such was the case in this
qualitative study where there was little research and knowledge regarding SEL at the secondary
level and how it affected diverse learners or students affected by trauma. According to the
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (2020b), it was more important
than ever to deepen our understanding of how social, emotional, and academic learning and
development co-occurred. Through primarily exploratory interviews of key informants and
secondarily focus groups with teachers who were interviewed in secondary schools, this study’s
qualitative grounded theory approach provided a deeper understanding of SEL that could be
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more inclusive and achieve an impact on particular populations of students. The purpose of this
research was to develop a theory grounded in the important aspects of and knowledge about SEL
at the secondary level in order to increase its impact when in practice on diverse populations and
on students who have experienced trauma.
The Rationale for the Study
Educators across the country have currently been grappling with an unprecedented set of
circumstances as they prepared to welcome students and adults back to school (CASEL, 2020b).
As schools began to reopen, the health and safety of students and staff were the primary concern,
but even if every safeguard and protocol was properly planned and executed, teaching and
learning could not just pick up where educators and students left off when school doors closed in
March 2020 (Walker, 2020). At the heart of this complex process was attending to the academic,
social, and emotional development, physical and mental health, cognitive development, and
overall well-being of all students and adults in holistic ways that did not put these concerns in
competition with one another (CASEL, 2020b). However, the evidence was clear; we could not
rely on an elementary-level classroom-based, social-skill-training program revamped for middle
adolescents, we must differentiate by age and think carefully about what we measure (Yeager,
2017).
Supporting SEL has required allocating resources for school wide SEL approaches,
including providing professional development for teachers and making SEL a priority along with
the student’s academic development (Oberle et al., 2016). It was important to prepare teachers
with the necessary skills for implementing SEL, this would not only help promote socialemotional competencies and favorable academic outcomes but also promoted teachers’ wellbeing through reduced stress and burnout (Yang et al., 2018). Cipriano et al. (2019) found in

24
their study that teacher-student interactions contributed to the quality of the classroom
environment and stated, “The worst thing we can do for our teachers, students, and families is
de-prioritize SEL, it is next to impossible to expect teaching and learning to occur in a crisis
without attending to our emotions” (p. 10). To this end, transformative and trauma-informed SEL
aspects or teachings that were supported by school leaders could push a school culture toward
educational equity--fostering more equitable learning environments and producing equitable
outcomes for children and young people furthest from opportunity (Jagers et al., 2019).
Nature of the Study
To research the complex topic of education, specifically the important knowledge in
relation to implementing transformative and trauma-informed SEL, researchers must consider
multiple methods to investigate. With so little research available to date, the following describes
the qualitative grounded theory method in which to add to the knowledge in the field of
educational research on the topic of SEL for diverse learners and those students affected by
trauma. Qualitative research has been about exploring a problem to understand the phenomenon
deeply (Creswell, 2015). When conducting a qualitative research study and gathering evidence
through interviews primarily, the researcher could interpret the expertise and experience of the
participants (Briggs et al., 2012). These experiences of the participants were key to unlocking a
deeper understanding of the central phenomenon in question (Creswell, 2015). A qualitative
approach that involves identifying participants and sites through purposeful sampling, grounded
theory would be used to generate a theory rather than using one “off the shelf” (Creswell, 2015).
Grounded theory has been a research approach and methodology, employing a
combination of inductive and deductive methods, falling within the interpretive paradigm,
relying on conventional qualitative methods of data collection, and a unique system of coding in

25
data analysis (Briggs et al., 2012). The purpose of using grounded theory in this study was to
uncover the knowledge of those experts in secondary schools that served diverse learners and
those who had experienced trauma and to generate a theory on what we needed to know when
implementing SEL in order to reach the transformative and trauma-informed level.
Definitions of Key Terms
For the purpose of this study, the following definitions were used:
Practices. The actual application or use of an idea, belief, or method, as opposed to theories
relating to it.
Secondary School (Level). The second stage traditionally found in formal education, beginning at
6th grade (age 11-12) and concluding in 12th grade (age 17-18). This study contained
secondary research in grades 9-12 only (ages 14-18).
Social-Emotional Competence (SEC). A person’s ability to interact in a positive way with others,
communicate feelings positively, and regulate behavior.
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL). The process through which all young people and adults
acquire and apply the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities,
manage emotions and achieve personal and collective goals, feel and show empathy for
others, establish and maintain supportive relationships, and make responsible and caring
decisions.
Strategies. A plan of action or policy designed to achieve a major or overall aim.
Transformative Instruction/Social-Emotional Learning. A process whereby young people and
adults build strong, respectful, and lasting, relationships that facilitate co-learning to
critically examine root causes of inequity and to develop collaborative solutions that lead
to personal, community, and societal well-being.
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Trauma-informed Instruction/Social-Emotional Learning. This was an approach, based on
knowledge of the impact of trauma, aimed at ensuring environments (especially
educational) were welcoming and engaging for students.
Conclusion
Research has supported the value of SEL, showing that it was associated with positive
student outcomes such as greater prosocial behavior and academic achievement (CASEL, 2020a;
Cipriano et al., 2019; Cohen, 2006; Cohen et al., 2009; Durlak et al., 2011; Elias, 2019; Jagers et
al., 2019; Osher et al., 2016; Rivas-Drake et al., 2020). A positive school climate would promote
student learning, academic achievement, school success, healthy development, as well as
effective risk prevention, positive youth development efforts, and increased teacher retention
(Cohen et al., 2009). Effective universal Social-Emotional Learning could transform young
people’s lives for the better. Effective programs could prevent catastrophic outcomes, such as
dropping out of school or suicide (Yeager, 2017). In today’s educational setting, effective
secondary SEL programming would include knowledge regarding implementing transformative
and trauma-informed to address the needs of all learners. Through interviewing key informants
on what may constitute important knowledge and passing that knowledge on to educators as well
as school and district leaders, this research would have a positive effect on secondary students,
educators, and leaders during current times and in the future. The knowledge provided to
teachers from school leaders of effective SEL for diverse learners and those who had
experienced trauma could have an immediate effect on students and a lasting effect on the school
culture.
Critical practices of social-emotional wellness put forward by CASEL during the social
justice movement and pandemic of 2020 included cultivating and deepening relationships;
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building partnerships with students and families; designing opportunities where adults could
connect, heal, and build their capacity to support students; create safe, supportive, and equitable
learning environments that promote all students’ social and emotional development, and using
data as an opportunity to share power, deepen relationships, and continuously improve support
for students, families, and staff. These critical practices were identified for the present school
environment; however, these could be critical practices educators need to be rehearsed in for
coming experiences and school situations. Future social justice movements, pandemics, and
other issues faced by educators could be weathered with important knowledge about
incorporating SEL that meets the needs of diverse learners and students who have experienced
trauma and proven to give educators and students the tools they need to improve the inclusivity
of the culture and climate of secondary schools (CASEL, 2020b).
The analysis for this study followed Creswell’s (2015) guidance on writing a grounded
theory research report as well as Belgrave and Charmaz (2012), Briggs et al. (2012), and
Merriam and Tisdell (2016). Grounded theory has been a scientific process combining inductive
and deductive methods. In this study, a problem was discussed, methods to research the problem,
data collection, and coding, discussion, results, and finally, a theory emerged that was generated
by the researcher to explain the process, action, or interaction about a substantive topic at a broad
conceptual level of implementation (Belgrave & Charmaz, 2012; Creswell, 2015; Dimmock &
Lam, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Chapter I introduced the problem, the purpose and
question of the study, the rationale for and the nature of the study, and definitions of key terms.
Chapter II provides a detailed look into the literature review process, evidence of the effects of
effective SEL implementation, the importance of proper SEL implementation to its success,
teacher beliefs about SEL, the need for teacher pre-service and professional development in SEL,
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the need for transformative and trauma-informed SEL at the secondary level, and the gap in the
research literature. Chapter III focuses on the research design and methodology of the study,
specifically grounded theory. Chapter IV presents participant demographics as well as the
findings from the data analysis phase of this study. Chapter V presents a summary and discussion
of the findings from Chapter IV as well as the theory grounded in the data and implications for
secondary teachers and school leaders.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Research on Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) has been accumulating for over 20 years,
and more recently the research has picked up in intensity, breadth and depth, specifically
regarding the lack of SEL at the secondary level and its possible negative effects of continuing to
ignore the need. The most noted researchers in the field have been working hard to shine a light
on not only the importance of consistently implemented, age appropriate SEL at all levels but
specifically how important a role SEL can take in a student’s life of color and those who have
experienced trauma.
Researchers have found that historically, SEL has been white-washed, “one-size-fits-all,”
and geared predominantly for the elementary-aged student (Kennedy, 2019). With the current
social justice movement occurring along with the pandemic and increased depression, anxiety,
and suicide rates of students in secondary education, it is clear we need to make changes to the
currently held beliefs regarding the benefits and necessity of SEL implementation at all levels of
schooling. As Kennedy (2019) pointed out instead of systemic, school-wide SEL implementation
with leadership trained in SEL differentiation, secondary schools’ leadership often uses an addon approach of color-blind, heteronormative, gender-neutral SEL. A glaring gap in the empirical
literature is that there is little research to date that illuminates the important aspects of teaching
SEL to students of color or those who have experienced trauma.
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This review of literature provides a comprehensive review of the full scope of available
literature on Social-Emotional Learning. The information from research surrounds the evidence
of the effects of Social-Emotional Learning on students of all ages, evidence that SEL works at
all levels of schooling, the importance of proper SEL implementation to its success, teacher
beliefs about SEL as a part of the classroom culture, teacher training in SEL, teacher pre-service
training, teacher social-emotional competence, transformative SEL practices at the secondary
level, CASEL’s five competencies through an equity lens, and trauma-informed SEL practices at
the secondary level. Above all, this literature review reveals the current gap in the literature
involving the important knowledge needed when working to implement SEL at the secondary
level to diverse students or students who have experienced trauma and how to make the SEL that
is implemented consistent and on-going, transformative and trauma-informed.
Literature Search Process
The literature review process in this study is associated with the successful
implementation of SEL at the secondary level, current SEL programming at the secondary level,
the distinction of transformative and trauma-informed SEL. Studies included in this literature
review used a number of search terms, such as “transformative SEL at the secondary level,”
“culturally responsive SEL,” “social-justice movement and secondary SEL,” “implementation of
SEL at the secondary level,” “impact of implementing SEL at the secondary level on climate and
culture,” and “teacher training of SEL strategies at the secondary level.”
Different educational search engines were utilized such as the Summon (the researcher’s
university digital library), ProQuest, ERIC education, educational leadership websites, and
Google Scholar. I also attended several conferences, meetings, and digital talks regarding SEL at
the secondary level post-pandemic and social-justice movement. Additionally, I was sure to
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peruse the reference sections of multiple other researchers’ literature reviews to find similar
studies and articles related to her topic. I highlighted those articles I thought could further my
knowledge on the topic and searched and read them as well. Throughout the process, I was
determined to exhaust the current literature on the topic and explore the gap in the literature to
further inform my next steps in the research process.
In this literature review, I will discuss the effects of SEL on school climate and culture
and student achievement, effective SEL programming outcomes (evidence that SEL works), the
importance of proper implementation of SEL to its success, teacher beliefs around SEL and its
effect on job stress and satisfaction, teacher beliefs around SEL and their own training and
competency, the need for culturally relevant and appropriate SEL practices at the secondary
level, the need for trauma-informed SEL practices at the secondary level and implications for
leadership at the secondary level in regards to SEL. At the conclusion of the literature review I
will present a gap in the literature, and thus, the problem I am going to explore.
Evidence of the Effects of Social-Emotional
Learning
The primary purpose of education is to prepare children to become effective and
responsible citizens (Rose & Gallop, 2000). For our country’s future, it is essential that all
children, particularly the disadvantaged and the poor, can develop the social-emotional
competencies and ethical dispositions that provide the foundation for the tests of life, health,
relationships, and adult work (Cohen, 2006). Schools are charged with not only educating
students on the content of the curriculum, but also the skills and competencies that make “wellrounded, empathetic, and emotionally skilled adults” (CASEL, 2020a). What researchers now
call SEL is a continued response to a universal need. Public education in the United States is
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properly directed toward preparing children for democratic citizenship and for learning how to
lead a positive, morally guided life (Elias, 2019).
Schools must respect the inherent dignity of the child, create an environment of tolerance
in the classroom, and bar practices or disciplinary policies that harm or humiliate (Cohen, 2006).
Cohen stated that what schools can and desperately need to do to promote children’s
understanding of diversity, fear, conflict, and community is to teach children the skills and
dispositions that provide the foundation for collaboration and democracy. There is evidence to
suggest that the effect of SEL on students over the past 25 years in these pursuits is positive
(Cohen, 2006). Schools would benefit from continuing to ensure that students at all levels foster
social and emotional skills and positive attitudes while providing students with assets that will
promote well-being and protect against negative outcomes (Taylor et al., 2017). To achieve this
goal requires schools to be organized for students (and staff) to live their social-emotional
competencies in contexts of moral character with high aspirations (Elias, 2019).
The positive impact SEL practices in schools have had on students’ ability to deal with
emotions, social relationships, and academic growth since its official branding in 1995 has been
significant (Yang et al., 2018). Well-implemented SEL has become the greatest factor to garner
differences between higher and lower-performing schools. Some of the higher-performing
schools had staff that made deliberate efforts to connect with students and were more likely to
describe a positive overall school culture (Rutledge et al., 2015). Durlak et al.’s 2011 metaanalysis that examined the effects of school-based SEL programming on children’s behaviors
and academic performance showed that students who were exposed to the universal interventions
demonstrated enhanced SEL skills, attitudes, positive social behaviors, fewer conduct problems,
and lower levels of emotional distress. Yang et al. (2018) also suggested that the school-wide
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SEL approach to prevention of behavior problems and the promotions of mental health were
promising in promoting student engagement.
Social-Emotional Learning schoolwide program implementation has the potential to
impact the overall school culture and ultimately student learning capacity (Siddiqui et al., 2018).
Cohen et al. (2009) stated, “To say that school climate promotes or complicates students’ ability
to learn and achieve academically is common sense” in addition they highlight that “to the extent
that students feel safe, cared for, appropriately supported, and lovingly ‘pushed’ to learn, then
academic achievement should increase (p. 186).” Current circumstances place an emphasis on
promoting and implementing SEL that is transformative in nature (CASEL, 2020b). Rivas-Drake
et al. (2020) recognized that the circumstances surrounding marginalization, exploitation, and
oppression are varied and complex and SEL can be the first step toward addressing this
complexity professing that Social-Emotional Learning practices in school may be pivotal for
how youth make sense of conflicting messages regarding ethnicity and race.
Effective Social-Emotional
Learning Programming
There exists an abundance of literature that suggests that SEL works on students of all
grade levels (Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Durlak et al., 2011; Elias, 2019; Sklad et al., 2012),
however many of the implemented programs and research surrounds elementary school-based
programs and students (Osher et al., 2016). In a meta-analytical review by Sklad et al. (2012) of
75 recently published studies that reported the effects of universal, school-based social,
emotional, and/or behavioral programs, an increase in social skills and decrease in antisocial
behavior was most often reported. The need for SEL may even be greater now owing to the
impacts of digital technology on learning work, and interpersonal relations, and the increasing
challenges associated with inequality, global warming, and population growth (Osher et al.,
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2016). Research over the past two decades on various school-based interventions has
demonstrated that SEL is central to positive development in terms of physical and mental health,
moral judgment, citizenship, academics, and achievement motivation (Durlak & DuPre, 2008).
Social-emotional and behavioral interventions and programs do indeed first and foremost
enhance social and emotional competencies and significant effects are also observed regarding
enhancing positive self-perception or self-esteem (Sklad et al., 2012).
SEL programs at the secondary level must be designed and implemented with the
adolescent in mind to help them cope more successfully with the challenges they encounter
(Yeager, 2017). The high school years are a particularly important time for students to develop
not only their algebra skills but also their ability to manage their emotions (Prothero, 2020). As
Weissberg and Cascarino (2013) proclaimed, “Social-Emotional Learning helps create more
engaging schools and prepares students for the challenges of the world” (p. 8). Typically,
however, SEL programs have a very poor track record with middle adolescents, ages 14-17
(Yeager, 2017). There is considerable diversity in the behavioral and attitudinal facets and skills
addressed by different programs, their intervention design, and their composition; similarly, there
is variation in the scope and pace of social and emotional skills taught in the programs (Sklad et
al., 2012).
Osher et al. (2016) suggested that the current rich body of empirical and descriptive
research on universal SEL programs made it possible to develop criteria for identifying effective
SEL programs and practices, that, under the right conditions, schools can effectively promote the
development of students’ SEL skills. SEL is associated with reduced involvement in risk-taking
behaviors and increased success in academic and well-being outcomes. SEL programs try to help
adolescents cope with their difficulties more successfully by improving skills and mindsets, and
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they try to create respectful school environments that young people want to be a part of (Yeager,
2017). In a comprehensive review of meta-analysis, the most common outcome parameters can
be best categorized into positive social behaviors and skills; reduced negative behaviors;
reduction in emotional problems; self-confidence and self-esteem; bonding with the school; and
improved academic achievement, test scores, grades and attendance (Sklad et al., 2012).
The need for effective secondary SEL programming may even be greater now owing to the
impacts of digital technology on learning, work, interpersonal relationships, and the increasing
challenges associated with inequality (Osher et al., 2016). Also of importance for secondary SEL
programs to specifically address is the reality that adolescents are navigating social experiences
that have implications for their understanding of the differences in a diverse society (RivasDrake et al., 2020). Addressing the social, emotional, and academic needs of youth from
historically marginalized groups is a pressing matter (Jagers et al., 2019). For students who are
affected by trauma, it is particularly important to create and implement SEL that emphasizes
individuals’ existing strengths, rather than their deficits (Pawlo et al., 2019).
When the above considerations are part of a secondary SEL program, a positive learning
environment that helps students learn and further develop social-emotional competencies is
possible, and schools could be filled with socially and emotionally skilled students that are more
caring and safer (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). Of the 75 SEL programs studied by Sklad et al.
(2012), two major outcome categories emerged from 88% of the programs studied in their metaanalysis: social-emotional skills and attitudes (direct outcomes) such as positive self-image and
social competence; and behavioral adjustments such as anti- and prosocial behavior, substance
abuse, mental health disorders, and academic achievement. SEL programs properly implemented
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over time show statistically significant effects in the desired directions for all seven outcome
categories (Sklad et al., 2012).
Effective SEL programs can foster a positive school climate and equitable learning
conditions that provide all Pre-K to Grade 12 students with regular opportunities to actively learn
and practice social and emotional competencies (CASEL, 2020a). Furthermore, high-quality,
well-implemented SEL can have a positive effect on school climate and promote a host of
academic, social, and emotional benefits for students (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). To create
these conditions, adults need support and training to implement programs well and to develop
their own social and emotional competencies (CASEL, 2020a).
The students and staff of most public schools are not a homogenous group, and effective
SEL programs and interventions do not shy away from that fact, they embrace it and provide
opportunities and activities that allow for diverse groups of students with varying backgrounds to
come together in the classroom (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). Growing global diversity
implies the potential for greater interaction among people from various racial/ethnic and
socioeconomic backgrounds. Differences, rather than commonalities, among groups are often
accentuated which limits the possibilities for creating an educational arrangement where students
feel supported and engaged, therefore, to facilitate such connectedness, the school setting must
be an inclusive, safe, and constructive learning environment for all members (CASEL, 2020b).
Students who have greater exposure to ethnic-racial processes and have more opportunities for
autonomy, prosocial behavioral routines, and collaboration are more likely to have increased
engagement with exploring and meaning-making around their ethnic-racial identity (Rivas-Drake
et al., 2020).
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SEL programs should aim to facilitate and assess the school connectedness of all students
with attention to perspectives of students from diverse racial/ethnic and socioeconomic
backgrounds (CASEL, 2020b). A systematic and sustainable approach to SEL that is researchbased and supported by main stakeholders at all organizational levels in education is now needed
to ensure that all children gain the social and emotional competencies they need to succeed in life
(Oberle et al., 2016). Students have the opportunity, with SEL instruction on a regular basis, to
improve in social skills, cooperation, assertion, self-control, and engagement (Siddiqui et al.,
2018). Well-implemented, transformative SEL which is designed specifically with the adolescent
in mind is recommended, as high school is a crucial time to develop strong social-emotional
skills because students will need them soon after they graduate, whether they enter college or the
workforce (Prothero, 2020).
The Importance of Proper SocialEmotional Learning
Implementation
to Its Success
Social-emotional content implementation is defined by Durlak (2016) as the ways a
program is put into practice and delivered to participants. Durlak (2016) identified further
important points concerning implementation which state that implementation monitoring is an
essential component of effective programs and that ignoring implementation is extremely costly.
Researchers have defined implementation quality in terms of fidelity to the original program
design and its core features (Osher et al., 2016). Universal, school based SEL program
implementation is part of a long-term process of change (CASEL, 2020a). Findings from SEL
implementation research have confirmed that one of the most important factors affecting
program outcomes is the level and quality of implementation that is achieved (Durlak, 2016;
Osher et al., 2016).

38
Factors that can affect program implementation include adequate funding and educational
policies, aspects of the program such as its relevance to the school and its potential adaptability,
characteristics of the staff who will be providing the program such as their motivations, selfefficacy, and commitment to the program, and features of the school or organization hosting the
program such as its readiness to change, the commitment and support of its leadership, its
general capacity to offer new programs and its organizational climate (Durlak, 2016). When
teachers are trained in the behavioral and emotional factors that influence teaching and learning
in the classroom, they feel better equipped to propose and implement classroom management
strategies that deter students’ aggressive behaviors and promote a positive learning climate
(Schonert-Reichl, 2017).
It is not “whether” implementation matters, but “what” aspects of implementation matter
(Low et al., 2016). There are not enough experts available to guide this implementation process,
so schools must invest in staff getting trained in delivering SEL, its rootedness in our biology, its
basic role in accomplishing everything humans try to accomplish, and what we know about best
practices and must provide cohort-based, ongoing professional development experiences that
provide continuous support (Elias, 2019). For teens, added foci include identifying strengths and
interests, exploring identity and sense of purpose, advancing empathy and community
connections via service-related activities and community involvement (to promote wider
perspective-taking), and building strong relationships with family, friends, and positive rolemodel adults (teachers, mentors, spiritual leaders, coaches, etc.; Elias, 2019).
Given the increasing diversity of students, current secondary school SEL program
implementation would be more impactful if they included constructing an appreciation of
similarities and differences, learning to critically examine root causes of inequity, and
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developing collaborative solutions to community and societal problems (Jagers et al., 2019).
There must be collective buy-in by teachers and staff and a realization that trauma-affected
schools struggle most with proper implementation when dealing with other factors associated
with reopening schools during the ongoing social justice movement and COVID-19 pandemic
while providing new modes of learning to students (Pawlo et al., 2019). However, by creating an
explicit connection between SEL interventions and trauma-informed approaches, educators can
increase the effectiveness of both types of interventions (Pawlo et al., 2019). When teachers are
well-trained in SEL strategies and expected by the administration to regularly implement these
strategies into the classroom, there is an immediate impact on the school climate and culture as
well as an increase in the resiliency and social-emotional competence of students (Cramer et al.,
2016). Effective professional development services and collaboration among multiple
stakeholders is essential for quality implementation (Durlak, 2016). What is not known and
pointed out for further research is methods for accurate and economic assessment of
implementation, which implementation components affect which outcomes, when
implementation is “good enough” and identifying specific factors that sustain effective programs
(Durlak, 2016). Although it is one of the leading factors of SEL program success or failure, there
is not a great way to monitor and ensure that proper implementation takes place, specifically at
the high school level and after two years (Low et al., 2016).
Teacher Beliefs About Social-Emotional Learning
as a Part of the Classroom Culture
Collie has teamed up with several different research teams to complete multiple studies
about teachers’ beliefs about SEL. One such study conducted by Collie et al. (2012) sought to
understand how teachers’ perceptions of school climate and SEL relate to their experiences of
stress, teaching efficacy, and job satisfaction and whether these variables affect one another.
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Their findings showed that teachers are not isolated individuals separate from their environment
and their perceptions of this environment are highly important and ultimately influence their
well-being and motivation; and as hypothesized, stress experienced by teachers influenced
teaching efficacy and job satisfaction (Collie et al., 2012). If teachers had confidence in their
ability to engage students, manage the classroom, and use effective instructional strategies, the
impact of student behavior stress did not appear to relate negatively to job satisfaction.
Therefore, Collie et al. (2012) recommended that schools provide teachers with appropriate and
sustained pre-service and in-service professional development in effective and engaging teaching
and classroom management strategies to help them build their confidence in making SEL a
consistent part of their classroom.
Another study, conducted by Collie et al. (2015) inquired about teacher beliefs around
SEL and if these beliefs revealed distinct teacher profiles and, in turn, if these profiles can
provide direction for improving knowledge of how teachers perceive SEL and whether these
profiles differed regarding teacher’ experiences of teacher stress and job satisfaction. Analyses
revealed three teacher profiles that were comparable across two different samples and a pooled
sample: the SEL-thriver (high SEL comfort, commitment, and culture), the SEL-advocate (high
SEL comfort and commitment, low culture), and the SEL-striver (low SEL comfort and culture,
high commitment to improving SEL skills). Further analyses revealed several differences across
the profiles regarding socio-demographic characteristics and the two outcomes’ variables (stress
and job satisfaction; Collie et al., 2015).
Not surprisingly, teachers with the SEL-thriver profile reported the lowest stress and
highest job satisfaction of all profiles. Additionally, middle and secondary school teachers were
more likely to report lower comfort with and school-wide support for SEL (Collie et al., 2015).
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Collie et al. noted that these differences might be similar to the findings of Jennings and
Greenberg (2009) who found the rotation through multiple classes of students each day makes it
more difficult for teachers to get to know their students and form a positive classroom climate
interpersonal relationship that is important for SEL. Teachers at the middle and secondary level
need crucial implementation support such as professional learning SEL along with adequate time
and resources to implement it (Collie et al., 2015).
Simply put, do teachers agree that SEL should be a part of education? Recent research
indicates that the answer is a resounding yes (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Teachers believe that SEL
skills are teachable, that promoting SEL will benefit students from both rich and poor
backgrounds, and that SEL has many positive effects on school attendance and graduation,
standardized test scores, and overall academic performance, college preparation, workforce
readiness, and citizenship (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Teachers reported that in order to effectively
implement and promote social and emotional skills in their classroom and schools, they need
strong support from district and school leaders and that although there is a readiness among
teachers to promote social and emotional competencies, there is a need for a systemic approach
that supports implementation at the district level and proper ongoing training for teachers in this
regard (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017).
Teacher Training in Social-Emotional Learning
One alternative to addressing the rising mental health and social-emotional concerns for
students is to rely on solutions that have held fast for the duration of public education, which is
the positive impact of teacher-student relationships. As Cipriano et al. (2019) concurred, teacherstudent relationships continue to prove the number one factor eliciting gains in student
achievement. Interactions between teachers and students contributed to the quality of the

42
classroom environment and supported students’ academic and social outcomes. Finally, students
who experience positive student-teacher relationships reported more positive academic attitudes
and greater engagement and satisfaction with school (Klem & Connell, 2004).
Teachers who are well-trained and willing to provide SEL in the classroom can have an
even greater impact on student achievement (Cipriano et al., 2019). Teachers who are welltrained in SEL strategies and expected by their administration to regularly implement them into
the classroom immediately impact the school climate and culture (Cramer et al., 2016). Teachers
who are given the opportunity to learn the behavioral and emotional factors that influence
teaching and learning in the classroom reported feeling better equipped to propose and
implement classroom management strategies that deterred students’ aggressive behaviors and
promoted a positive learning climate (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Trained teachers of SEL who
implemented lessons consistently also reported seeing an increase in the resiliency and socialemotional competence of students (Cramer et al., 2016).
Schools are critical contexts for promoting Social-Emotional Learning because children
spend a significant portion of their time in school. Further, previous research has successfully
established a link between well-implemented SEL programming in schools and positive social,
emotional, behavioral, and academic outcomes (Durlak et al., 2011). Taylor et al. (2017) showed
that warm classroom environments and positive teacher-student relationships promote both
academic and Social-Emotional Learning. Hence, teachers need to know how to explicitly teach
social and emotional skills in addition to understanding the knowledge, disposition, and skills for
creating a safe, caring, supportive, and responsive school and classroom community (SchonertReichl, 2017). Research has supported the value of SEL, showing that it is associated with
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positive student outcomes such as greater prosocial behavior and academic achievement (Durlak
et al., 2011).
Teacher Pre-Service Training
An important aspect of teachers’ beliefs about SEL implementation in the classroom with
consistency and confidence is a function of their own social-emotional status and comfort level,
or social-emotional competence (SEC); one’s ability to interact in a positive way with others,
communicate feelings positively and regulate behavior (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Teaching
and promoting adult SEL is viewed as critical for effective training and implementation;
additionally, equity-related aspects of adult SEL (e.g., working with bias, exploration of one’s
own identities, etc.) must be present and purposeful for educators to effectively facilitate
strategies that support educational equity in their practice (CASEL, 2020b). “Clearly, we need to
optimize teachers’ classroom performance and their ability to promote SEL in their students by
helping them build their own social-emotional competence (SEC)” (Schonert-Reichl, 2017, p.
155). The quality of teacher-student relationships, student and classroom management, and
effective social and emotional learning program implementation all mediate classroom and
student outcomes; teacher SEC is an important contributor to all these factors (Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009). Programs for educators should include specific instruction relating to social
and emotional education (Cohen et al., 2009), and throughout their careers with proper training
and implementation, and with strong support from district and school leaders, teachers would be
inclined to implement SEL in their own classrooms on a regular basis and work continuously on
their own SEC (Schonert-Reichl, 2017). To better prepare teachers with these skills, it is
essential to embed SEL into pre-service teacher education so that social-emotional competencies
may be promoted both in teachers and their students (Yang et al., 2018).
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By studying social and emotional education, future teachers will be better able to shape
their relationships with other professionals in the school and be empowered to change
relationship patterns in a positive way; teachers will learn to engage in teaching their students so
as to promote social and emotional abilities and thus help them become a positive force in the
community (Cohen et al., 2009). The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) has promoted that a next step in moving the dream of integrating SEL into
the very fabric of education to reality is to expand SEL content into state-level teacher
certification requirements and to integrate all categories of SEL into required courses in preservice teacher education programs across the U.S. (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). Burnt-out
teachers and the learning environments they create can have harmful effects on students,
especially those who are at risk of mental health problems (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). When
teachers poorly manage the social-emotional demands of teaching, or when they ignore the many
strengths of the different cultures at play in every classroom, students demonstrate lower levels
of performance and on-task behavior (Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019). Thus, pre-service teacher
education programs need to redesign their curricula so as to combine course content on SEL with
practical application of SEL concepts into classroom teaching (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017).
In 2016, California’s Commission on Teacher Credentialing adopted major revisions to
the California Teaching Performance Expectations (TPEs) to require an understanding of mental
health, social-emotional competencies, and health needs of students in addition to expectations
related to trauma, cultural responsiveness, racism, and implicit and explicit bias (Bouffard,
2018). In response, deans, directors of education, and credential analysts at 95 area educational
institutions approved to offer programs that recognized the importance of SEL and Culturally
Responsive Teaching (CRT), defined and clarified what warrants SEL competence in students
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and teachers, faculty knowledge, and implementation of SEL, and the challenges and needs in
moving SEL forward. These include aspects such as building a culturally responsive foundation
that addresses institutional racism, sexism, and other forms of bias and the need for additional
professional development on the basics of SEL and incorporating it into teacher preparation, the
need for mentor/supervising teachers who are using SEL, and secondary school SEL skills and
implementation (Bouffard, 2018). Programs for educators should explore the importance of a
“shared vision” of education in promoting a positive climate (Cohen et al., 2009). When teachers
are trained in the behavioral and emotional factors that influence teaching and learning in the
classroom, they feel better equipped to propose and implement classroom management strategies
that deter students’ aggressive behaviors and promote a positive learning climate (SchonertReichl, 2017). Emotionally challenging events that teachers typically face often involve
interactions with students who are not emotionally well regulated, including those caught in
anger, anxiety, and sadness; inadequate relations with a teacher may lead to dislike and fear of
school and over time may lead to feelings of alienation and disengagement. Supporting teachers
to develop emotional awareness and agility during pre-service education can help to increase
their capacities for handling the normative, yet complex challenges of classroom teaching and
enable novice teachers to successfully enact more cognitively challenging and creative
instructional practices to optimize meaningful student learning (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Implications from analysis of responses from these educational leaders show that much of
teacher education and the shaping of a student teacher’s perspective is determined by their
mentor teacher and their practicum site, therefore the onus of improving SEL in schools cannot
be placed on teacher education programs alone, the great professional development need is in the
current teachers, and, most importantly, school leadership (Bouffard, 2018). While there is a
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fundamental need for training on the basics of SEL and incorporating it into teacher education,
both accreditors and teacher preparation programs should be given concrete information about
what will count as evidence of attention to the SEL/CRT teacher performance expectations
(Bouffard, 2018).
Teacher Training in Social-Emotional
Competence
Beginning teachers are particularly prone to acutely feeling emotional exhaustion and
epistemological challenges that often provoke anxiety, frustration, insecurity, fear, and /or other
challenging emotions (Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019). Evidence suggests that there is a
relationship between teacher emotional exhaustion and classroom climate and when teachers
have the skills to handle their emotions in a positive, competent way, they may use actionfocused coping, taking direct action to eliminate the sources of stress and promoting a healthy
classroom climate (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Teachers rarely receive and are rarely required to take courses on social and emotional
development in childhood as part of their teacher training (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). It is
important to prepare teachers with the necessary skills for implementing SEL; this not only helps
promote social-emotional competencies and favorable academic outcomes but also promotes
teachers’ well-being and reduces stress and burnout (Yang et al., 2018). “Socially and
emotionally competent teachers set the tone of the classroom by developing supportive and
encouraging relationships with their students, designing lessons that build on student strength
and abilities, establishing and implementing behavioral guidelines in ways that promote intrinsic
motivation, coaching students through conflict situations, encouraging cooperation among
students, and acting as a role model for respectful and appropriate communication and
exhibitions of prosocial behavior” (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009, p. 492). Programs that ensure
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candidates are trained in the foundations of positive interventions and supports, restorative
justice, and conflict resolution practices end up fostering a caring classroom community where
each student is treated respectfully by adults and peers (Bouffard, 2018).
Currently, there is very little research that has directly addressed teacher SEC and
classroom management, “the lives of teachers and their concerns with personal and professional
improvement have long been put on the back burner of educational policy and research”
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). The development of teacher Social-Emotional Learning skills is
vital to fostering students’ SEL skills through strength-based, rigorous academic learning; the
current teacher attrition crisis beckons pre-service teaching programs to explicitly cultivate preservice teachers’ psychological and emotional resilience, to help them to continually develop
their abilities to recognize, manage, and respond to difficult emotions (Donahue-Keegan et al.,
2019).
A study of how to increase this resilience was conducted by Garner et al. (2018) who
implemented mindfulness based SEL programming to increase pre-service teachers’ mindfulness
and emotional competence. Eighty-seven pre-service teachers were assigned an intervention that
included training in breathing awareness meditation infused with Social-Emotional Learning or a
control group that received training in breathing awareness meditation only. Congruent with the
prosocial classroom model, findings show that participation in a mindfulness program infused
with SEL content can positively impact pre-service teachers’ ability to perceive, understand, use,
as well as regulate emotions and these skills can facilitate teacher resilience and social-emotional
competence (Garner et al., 2018). Emotionally exhausted teachers are at risk of becoming cynical
and callous and may eventually feel they have little to offer or gain from continuing, and so exit
out of the teaching workforce (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Socially, emotionally, and
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culturally competent teachers are better equipped to reach and equitably teach students with a
broad range of backgrounds and social identities (Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019).
Jennings and Greenberg (2009) discussed in their research a phenomenon coined “The
Prosocial Classroom” which compared teacher social and emotional competence in relation to
student and classroom outcomes. A teacher who recognizes an individual student’s emotions
understands the cognitive appraisals that may be associated with these emotions, and how these
cognitions and emotions motivate the student’s behavior and can effectively respond to the
student’s individual needs (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Furthermore, teachers higher in SEC
are likely to demonstrate more effective classroom management, be more proactive and promote
more enthusiasm and enjoyments of learning to guide and manage student behaviors; these
teachers will also implement social and emotional curriculum more effectively because they are
outstanding role models of desired social and emotional behavior and as a result, a healthy
classroom climate that directly contributes to students’ social, emotional, and academic
outcomes (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
These improvements in classroom climate may reinforce a teachers’ enjoyment of
teaching, efficacy, and commitment to the profession, preventing teacher burnout, however, coteacher support, principal and district leadership, school climate and norms, and school and
district values and in-service opportunities all impact the extent of these improvements (Jennings
& Greenberg, 2009).
Socially and emotionally competent teachers have high self-awareness (recognize their
emotions, emotional patterns, and tendencies and know how to generate and use emotions to
motivate learning), high social-awareness (know how their emotional expressions affect their
interactions with others, recognize and understand the emotions of others, and are able to build
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strong and supportive relationships through mutual understanding and cooperation and can
effectively negotiate solutions to conflict situations), are culturally sensitive (they understand
others may have different perspective than they do and take this into account in relationships
with students, parents, and colleagues), exhibit prosocial values and make responsible decisions
(and they take responsibility for their decisions and actions and how they affect others), know
how to manage their emotions and their behavior and also how to manage relationships with
others, they can regulate their emotions in healthy ways that facilitate positive classroom
outcomes without compromising their health and they can effectively set limits firmly, yet
respectfully, they are comfortable with a level of ambiguity and uncertainty that comes from
letting students figure things out for themselves (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Although educators’ own social and emotional competencies strongly influence students’
motivation to learn and the school climate in general (Gregory & Fergus, 2017), little attention in
pre-service teacher education or ongoing educational professional development has been paid to
supporting teachers’ SEC (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Pre-service teachers are not instructed
on how to take care of their own mindfulness and emotional competence (Garner et al., 2018). It
seems that the current educational system appears to assume that teachers have the requisite SEC
to create a warm and nurturing learning environment, be emotionally responsive to students,
form supportive and collaborative relationships with sometimes difficult and demanding parents,
professionally relate to administrators and colleagues, effectively manage the growing demands
imposed by standardized testing, model exemplary emotion regulation, sensitively coach
students through conflict situations with peers, and effectively (yet respectfully) handle the
challenging behaviors of disruptive students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). This, of course, is
not necessarily the case and these skills often take many years of experience to develop and
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hone, in fact approximately two-thirds of teachers perceive themselves as being moderately or
poorly prepared for understanding and regulating their own emotions at work (Garner et al.,
2018). To better prepare teachers with these skills, it is essential to embed SEL into pre-service
teacher education so that social-emotional competencies may be promoted both in teachers and
their students (Yang et al., 2018).
Pre-service teachers and new teachers need time and support to develop psychological
and emotional resilience, as well as specific strategies to maintain health and efficacy in the face
of an increasingly demanding profession (Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019). Unlike many other
professions, teachers are constantly exposed to emotionally provocative situations and have
limited options for self-regulation when a situation provokes a strong emotional response
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Teachers’ SEC supports their classroom management efforts and
may in fact be an essential component linking this new orientation toward classroom
management, healthy classroom climate, and positive student outcomes; there is a need for
policies and interventions that can better prepare teachers to develop supportive relationships
with all students and promote students’ feelings of connectedness to school (Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009). Warm classroom environments and positive teacher-student relationships
promote both academic learning and SEL, hence teachers do not just need to know how to
explicitly teach social and emotional skills, they need the knowledge, disposition, and skills for
creating a safe, caring, supportive, and responsive school and classroom community (SchonertReichl, 2017).
Helping teacher candidates and in-service teachers develop their social-emotional
stamina must be a focus of teacher educators, who must simultaneously develop their own
social-emotional stamina (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). State policymakers should redesign
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policies to assure that teacher certification requires that all educators demonstrate their ability to
apply contemporary knowledge of child and adolescent SEL and development to PreK-12
classroom practice (Schonert-Reichl et al., 2017). Ultimately, quality delivery reflects both
internal (motivation, teaching philosophy) and external (resources, administrative values,
training, and monitoring support) factors (Low et al., 2016). The lives of teachers and their
concerns with personal and professional improvement have long been put on the “back burner”
of educational policy and research. If we are to improve the conditions of schooling, support the
caring and commitment of teachers, and improve the academic and social-emotional growth of
students, these critical practices in SEL and teachers’ own social-emotional competencies
demand greater attention (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Transformative Social-Emotional Practices
at the Secondary Level
Transformative, or culturally relevant SEL is a means to better articulate the potential of
SEL to mitigate the educational, social, and economic inequities that derive from the interrelated
legacies of racialized cultural oppression in the United States and globally (Jagers et al., 2019).
Transformative SEL connotes a process whereby students and teachers build strong, respectful
relationships founded on an appreciation of similarities and differences, learn to critically
examine root causes of inequity, and develop collaborative solutions to community and societal
problems (Jagers et al., 2018).
Questions have been raised about whether guiding frameworks, prominent programs, and
associated assessments in currently implemented and promoted SEL adequately reflect, cultivate
and leverage cultural assets and promote the well-being of the youth of color and those from
under-resourced backgrounds (Jagers et al., 2018). At its heart, Social-Emotional Learning is
about nurturing empathy, taking another person’s perspective, appreciating the richness of
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diversity, and entering constructive dialogue to resolve differences (Berman, 2020). However,
the needs of diverse learners in SEL reforms, and how school leaders might create culturally
relevant, gender-aware, queer-friendly SEL programming are ignored by empirical research
(Kennedy, 2019). “Colorblindness” in SEL can lead to an unspoken conceptualization of social
and emotional competencies based on a white cultural frame and the idea of commonalities, this
prevents any exploration of other expressions of SEL that are tied to race-and gender-based
marginalization (Gregory & Fergus, 2017).
Transformative SEL represents an as-yet underutilized approach that SEL researchers and
practitioners can use if they seek to effectively address issues such as power, privilege, prejudice,
discrimination, social justice, empowerment, and self-determination (Jagers et al., 2019).
Educational equity means that “every student has access to the resources and educational rigor
they need at the right moment in their education regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, language,
disability, family background, or family income” (Jagers et al., 2018). Overall, half of publicschool students are now students of color, and the share of students of color is expected to
continue to grow in the coming decades too often, students of color face adversity inside of
school, including lower expectations, harsher disciplinary approaches, negative school
environments, and racial microaggressions that disconnect rather than connect them to school
(Aspen Institute, 2018).
Transformative SEL requires explicit critical examination of the root causes of racial and
economic inequities to foster the desired critical self and social awareness and responsible
individual and collective actions in young people and adults (Jagers et al., 2019). Understanding
how culture may shape students’ social-emotional needs highlights two focus areas for adapting
SEL practices to support those needs; first, consider SEL activities that reinforce student’s
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cultures and build bridges between both of their worldviews, and second, identify ways to
promote interactions (Crowder, 2020). Adult SEL is critical to any transformative SEL effort; the
prospect of widespread racial bias means that pre-and in-service professional development
efforts associated with this form of SEL must include critical content and experiences aimed at
humanizing underserved students and affirming their rights and assets in co-construction of an
equitable and excellent education experience (Jagers et al., 2019). Schools that promote inclusion
of diverse students had better than average SEL outcomes with African American and Latinx
students and unless social capital is considered, interventions will fail (Kennedy, 2019).
Social-Emotional Learning today is too narrowly focused on how social and emotional
competencies can enhance student academic performance or improve self-regulation so that
students comply with adults’ instructions (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). As educators and school
system leaders attempt to pursue more intentional approaches to social, emotional, and academic
development, the absence of a racial equity lens has led to some challenges with implementation
and unintended, negative consequences, particularly for students of color and indigenous youth
(Aspen Institute, 2018). SEL programs can position students as experts in promoting equity and
justice, such a shift in the purpose of SEL would promote students’ agency and their critical
consciousness about the sociohistorical conditions of power and privilege (Gregory & Fergus,
2017).
While SEL literature mostly ignores issues of diverse learner differences, recent policy
development shows a move toward a more inclusive, diverse approach to SEL (Kennedy, 2019).
Culturally inclusive and identity-safe classroom communities promote a sense of belonging and
eliminate barriers to building quality education, particularly for traditionally underserved
students, thus equity is both the lifeblood and the outcome of transformative Social-Emotional
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Learning (Berman, 2020). The question then becomes: how can SEL be leveraged to help youth
from historically marginalized race/ethnic and socioeconomic groups to realize their fullest
potential as contributing members of an increasingly complex and diverse global community
(Jagers et al., 2018)?
All students, and especially students of color, need to be in learning environments that
reinforce their sense of academic belonging and send constant signals that they are valued for all
their assets and deserving of investment and rigor; improving learning environments by focusing
on racial equity and integrating social, emotional, and academic development can improve
individual academic and life outcomes and lead toward a more equitable society overall (Aspen
Institute, 2018). Social-Emotional Learning supports equity and access because belonging to a
caring, inclusive community of learners encourages all students to grow socially, emotionally,
and academically (Berman, 2020). Teachers can foster transformative SEL in the classroom by
explicitly teaching and modeling SEL skills as well as by creating classrooms in which students
feel safe and are willing to risk challenging tasks while participating in class discussions and
learning activities (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Through professional development in Social-Emotional Learning, educators can become
aware of their implicit bias and should be supported in creating conditions where families feel
safe and respected (Berman, 2020). Toward this end, transformative SEL is aimed at fostering
educational equity, encouraging more equitable learning environments, and producing equitable
outcomes for children and young people furthest from opportunity (Jagers et al., 2019).
Ultimately, the key ingredient to ensuring effective culturally relevant SEL practices that will
support all students will be to develop positive relationships that provide insights into ways that
will promote students’ personal and academic wellbeing (Crowder, 2020).
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Expressions of identity, agency, belonging, and engagement are transformative
expressions of the five core CASEL social and emotional competencies (Jagers et al., 2019).
Educators and scholars need to further refine theory and conduct empirical testing to develop a
more comprehensive, equity-oriented conceptualization of the five widely recognized social and
emotional competencies set forth by CASEL (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). SEL programs primarily
use cultural assets to improve both participant engagement and uptake and participant outcomes,
but seldom examine cultural assets such as communal values which would be essential to move
skill-focused programs toward more participatory and transformative forms of SEL (Jagers et al.,
2019). Understanding our students’ cultures is an important first step to adapting SEL practices
to students’ social-emotional needs (Crowder, 2020).
An important question for educational institutions to ask is how to develop and validate
appropriate cultural adaptations in SEL programs for Culturally and Linguistically Diverse
(CLD) students (Cramer et al., 2016). Merely ensuring more equitable resource allocation won’t
ensure that schools are affirming students’ backgrounds and cultural and linguistic heritage
(Aspen Institute, 2018). It is important for conceptual, ethical, and empirical reasons to
understand how diverse groups are affected by efforts to improve their lives, and considerable
caution about generalizing the overall positive findings of SEL implementation is needed (Rowe
& Trickett, 2018). SEL intervention programs have differential effects on children based on
sociocultural factors and some have considered socio-cultural elements in their design and
development; still, only a small number of SEL interventions have been the subject of a planned
and systematic effort to consider the cultural, linguistic, and social contextual background
characteristics of the participants (Garner et al., 2014). There is little clarity about when, how,
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around what issues, and how larger school and community contexts affect diverse groups of
program students (Rowe & Trickett, 2018).
The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning’s Five Competencies Through
an Equity Lens
In an equitable education system, every student has access to the resources and
educational rigor they need at the right moment in their education irrespective of race, ethnicity,
gender, sexual orientation, language, disability, family background, family income, citizenship,
or tribal status (Aspen Institute, 2018). This includes access to SEL that is equitable and
culturally relevant for all students. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) social-emotional competencies should be augmented to make them more
sensitive to the ways that culture, power, and privilege affect schools and students, the
competencies should consider how students from marginalized groups are expected to attain the
same SEL competencies as white students who do not face the contracts imposed by power and
privilege (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) along with Gregory and Fergus (2017) have considered each competency
through an equity lens and offered “equity elaborations” (Gregory & Fergus, 2017; Jagers et al.,
2018).
Self-Awareness
Self-awareness encompasses individual psychological characteristics such as labeling
one’s feelings, relating feelings and thoughts to behavior, accurate self-assessment of strengths
and challenges, self-efficacy, and optimism (Jagers et al., 2018). To advance equity, educators
could examine their own conscious and unconscious beliefs, and consider whether they hold
negative stereotypes about students’ cultural and stylistic code; educators need strategies to
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recognize the “habit” of implicit bias and should scrutinize their own culturally informed values
to be able to detect when they’re honoring familiar forms of student behavior and speech and
when they’re monitoring and punitively responding to behavior and speech that was less aligned
with their own culture (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Potential concerns regarding self-awareness in
the classroom include the impact of dominant U.S. cultural norms, which promote materialism or
acquisitive individualism; these norms are even more problematic when wealth and Whiteness
are conflated and uncritically accepted as indicators of success, which fosters White racial
entitlement and dominance, as well as negative biases and stereotypes about people of color and
those from low-income backgrounds (Jagers et al., 2018). Potential opportunities regarding selfawareness are that it is the foundation for equity; the sense of self for all young people includes
cultural values and orientations and collective identities and whether the sense of self in regards
to ethnicity and race in group memberships is seen as positive and affirming (Jagers et al., 2018).
To best serve all children and adolescents, and to effectively collaborate within schools, it is
crucial for teachers to develop an understanding of how strength-based approaches (rather than
deficit views and approaches) to race, ethnicity and class are linked to the cultivation of socialemotional well-being (Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019).
Social Awareness
Social Awareness is the ability to take the perspective of people with different
backgrounds or cultures and to empathize and feel compassion (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Social
awareness connotes perspective-taking, empathy, respecting diversity, understanding social and
ethical norms of behavior, and recognizing family, school, and community support (Jagers et al.,
2018). For educators to develop social awareness, from an equity standpoint they likely need to
reduce and work to eliminate colorblindness and adopt a sociocultural, historical orientation
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which would help them understand the complex ways that valuing or devaluing certain culturally
based forms of expression can contribute to discipline disparities and help educators see how
their students experience social inequalities (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Good intentions do not
obviate the need to understand the historical context and the role of race, racism, white privilege,
and implicit bias in holding students back (Aspen Institute, 2018). For teacher educators
committed to culturally responsive practices, this process inevitably calls them to face and reflect
upon their own held biases, assumptions, and cultural misattributions; it also involves navigating
emotionally laden tensions in their efforts to facilitate dialogue and address issues regarding
identity and social location (Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019).
Students from diverse racial/ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds are often placed at
risk by the dominant culture of schools; there tends to be an emphasis on differences rather than
commonalities, which limits the possibilities for advising mutually satisfactory and constructive
social arrangements (Jagers et al., 2018). Although SEL emerges from a different research
background than culturally-relevant teaching (CRT), it is important to understand that it is
essential to integrate or cross-pollinate the two which will help widen this lens as the sociopolitical awareness of CRT helps in cross-pollinating SEL with a more equity-based mindset
(Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019). Among the range of cultural infusion strategies offered by
CASEL one is cultural integration, which involves culturally responsive teaching and culturally
relevant pedagogy, connecting student’s cultural assets and references to academic concepts and
skills, employing curricula that encourages student reflection on their own lives and society,
supporting student cultural competence by facilitating learning about their own and other
cultures, and pursuing social justice through critiques of discourses of power (Jagers et al.,
2018).
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Teachers who fail to understand that racism is systemic may perceive color blindness as a
more elevated form of social awareness; however, teachers with high social awareness are not
colorblind, but work to understand how their own emotions and those of their students’ effect
one another (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). A critical social awareness would help young people
recognize and distinguish among the potentially competing cultural and race-related messages
and expectations; students would benefit from noticing the importance placed on various types of
diversity- both for members of their groups and for other distinct groups- in specific classroom,
school, and community settings (Jagers et al., 2018).
Self-Management
Self-management includes regulating one’s emotions, stress management, self-control,
self-motivation, and setting and achieving goals (Jagers et al., 2018). Educators can help
marginalized students recognize the self-management demands they face as they move between
cultures (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Schools, like most other U.S. social institutions, tend to
prioritize prevailing middle-class, American culture and student success requires acculturation,
or at least a familiarity with American core cultural meanings, norms, and practices (Jagers et al.,
2018). When the culture of the neighborhood, home, and peers contrasts with the culture of the
school and classroom, students may carry the extra burden of learning to code-switch or to
minimize their cultural expressions to ensure that members of dominant culture groups feel
comfortable during interactions (Gregory & Fergus, 2017).
For low-income youth and immigrant youth, this can induce acculturative stress, which
occurs when youth encounter a cultural mismatch between the expectations and norms of their
host (e.g., U.S.) and their home (heritage), which is associated with a number of mental health
problems and maladaptive behaviors among diverse U.S. and immigrant-origin youth (Jagers et
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al., 2018). Students need to use their self-awareness to provide more adaptive coping strategies
and work on seeing acculturative pressure and discrimination as reflections of societal ills rather
than as personal affronts; students could become more focused on identifying situational or
societal challenges and pursuing individual and collective solutions rather than disengaging and
becoming emotion focused (Jagers et al., 2018).
Relationship Skills
Relationship skills help establish and maintain healthy interactions among individuals
(Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Relationship skills through an equity lens connote building
relationships with diverse individuals and groups, communicating clearly, working
cooperatively, resolving conflicts, and seeking help (Jagers et al., 2018). People need to
communicate clearly, listen well, cooperate, and resolve conflict when necessary and relationship
skills may be especially important for the predominantly white and female teaching force to
develop trust with their diverse students; educators need to strengthen their relationship skills
and develop trust among students from diverse groups (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Because of
differences in the understanding of norms, social roles, and related rules about emotional
displays, students and adults can misinterpret each other’s attempts to cooperate, share, and
engage in collaborative problem-solving (Jagers et al., 2018).
The largest discipline disparities between black and white students occur for reasons
related to perceived disruption and defiance, disparities that may reflect the poorer quality of
relationships between teachers and their diverse students (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). Cultural
competence and cultural fluency represent important equity-focused competencies where adults
can develop a historically grounded, strengths-focused facility with the relational skills that are
valued in the students’ culture of origin and cultivate cultural fluency, which refers to the
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capacity to effectively learn about and negotiate cultural differences which require a sense of
cultural humility, in which one recognizes the limitations of one’s own culture and sees diversity
as a potential asset (Jagers et al., 2018).
Responsible Decision-Making
Responsible decision-making refers to considering the well-being of self and others;
recognizing one’s responsibility to behave ethically, basing decisions on safety, social, and
ethical considerations, evaluating realistic consequences of various actions, and making
constructive, safe choices for self, relationships, and school (Jagers et al., 2018). When educators
must make choices about disciplinary policy and enforcement, responsible decision-making can
guide them to consider the potential effects on diverse groups; administrators versed in equityoriented responsible decision-making can adjust policies to head-off disparate impacts (Gregory
& Fergus, 2017). Racial/ethnic and class inequities are often justified by blaming them either on
the person or the group, rather than attending to systemic or structural explanations for
differential treatment and outcomes, this can result in interpersonal decisions that reflect and are
reflected in institutional (school) policies and practices that reproduce and/or exacerbate existing
educational and economic inequities (Jagers et al., 2018). Fostering equity through SEL suggests
decision-making that positions students and adults to engage in initiatives and to co-create
structures and processes that are inclusive, equitable, and mutually supportive (Jagers et al.,
2018).
Jagers et al. (2018) recommended that communal values and a positive ethnic-racial
identity be included as key components of self-awareness, particularly for marginalized youth
whose culture and ethnic/racial group membership has been disparaged historically or is
currently diminished within mainstream cultural institutions, such as schools. They continued by
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stating that “supporting the development of these assets should buffer children and youth from
the negative impacts of internalized, interpersonal, and institutional oppression and provide
pathways for constructive, collective responses” (Jagers et al., 2018, p. 8). Jagers et al. (2018)
have taken their recommendations and applied them to the five CASEL core competencies and
proposed revisions, which are summarized in Table 1 on the following page.
Student-focused and colorblind conceptualization of SEL limits the potential of these
reforms to substantially reduce racial and gender discipline disparities; though SEL as currently
conceived might narrow these gaps, further progress may require equity-oriented SEL that
acknowledges the cultural and power dynamics inherent in disciplinary interactions, such an
approach could make the school environment healthier, enhance educators’ own social and
emotional competencies and improve their ability to foster students’ SEL (Gregory & Fergus,
2017). All youth should be cognizant of the cultural feature and power dynamics of interactions
and contexts that include peers and adults from diverse ethnic/racial and economic backgrounds
which allow them to appropriately deploy interpersonal skills and abilities to advance collective
well-being (Jagers et al., 2018). Schools are cultural institutions and advance (consciously or
unconsciously) dominant racialized cultural norms, values, and practices; efforts like
transformative SEL that seek more equitable educational experiences for students must offer
viable alternative strategies to this tendency (Jagers et al., 2018).
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Table 1
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning: Core Competencies with Equity
Elaborations
CASEL 5 Competencies

Equity Elaborations

Self-awareness

Involves understanding one’s emotions, personal identity, goals,
and values. This includes accurately assessing one’s strengths
and limitations, having positive mindsets, possessing a wellgrounded sense of self-efficacy and optimism. High levels of
self-awareness require the ability to understand the links
between one’s personal and sociocultural identities and to
recognize how thoughts, feelings, and actions are
interconnected.

Self-management

Requires skills and attitudes that facilitate the ability to regulate
emotions and behaviors. This includes the ability to delay
gratification, manage stress, control impulses, and persevere
through personal and group-level challenges in order to achieve
personal and educational goals.

Social awareness

Involves the ability to take the perspective of those with the
same and different backgrounds and cultures and to empathize
and feel compassion. It also involves understanding social norms
for behavior in diverse settings and recognizing family, school,
and community resources and supports.

Relationship skills

Includes the tools needed to establish and maintain healthy and
rewarding relationships, and to effectively navigate settings with
different social norms and demands. It involves communicating
clearly, listening actively, cooperating, resisting inappropriate
social pressure, negotiating conflict constructively, and seeking
help when it is needed.

Responsible Decisionmaking

Requires the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to make caring,
constructive choices about personal behavior and social
interactions across diverse settings. It requires the ability to
critically examine ethical standards, safety concerns, and
behavioral norms for risky behavior; to make realistic
evaluations of consequences of various interpersonal and
institutional actions; and to take the health and well-being of self
and others into consideration.

Note: Revisions made to the original table from Weissberg et al., 2015
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Trauma-Informed Social-Emotional Learning
Practices at the Secondary Level
Trauma refers to an event that overwhelms our ability to cope and respond to a situation;
when we experience trauma, we feel helpless, hopeless, and out of control (Hylton &
McWilliams, 2020). Trauma is an overwhelming experience that can undermine the individual’s
belief that the world is good and safe (Brunzell et al., 2015). Trauma is “a reaction to a kind of
wound; it is a reaction to profoundly injurious events and situations in the real world and, indeed,
to a world in which people are routinely wounded” (Quiros & Berger, 2015). According to the
National Child Traumatic Stress Network (2014), close to 40% of students in the USA have been
exposed to some form of traumatic stressor in their lives. Post-pandemic, this number will indeed
increase, in fact, we can say that 100% of teachers, students, and school community members
could classify the recent COVID-19 pandemic as a trauma (CASEL, 2020b). The impact of
trauma can be life-long, so what students learn during this school year ultimately won’t be as
important as whether they feel safe (Minahan, 2020).
Trauma experiences are inherently complex and present, in those exposed to them, a wide
range of reactions that affect all aspects of their lives; therefore, it is essential to create systems
of care that respond to the complexity and diversity of trauma experienced in the lives of those
whom practitioners in the helping professions serve (Quiros & Berger, 2015). Examples of
possible traumatic experiences given by the American Psychiatric Association (2013) included:
direct personal experience of an event that involves actual or threatened death or serious
injury, or other threat to one’s physical integrity; or witnessing an event that involves
death, injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of another person; or in learning about
unexpected or violent death, serious harm, or threat of death or injury experienced by a
family member or other close associate (p. 274).
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A person is traumatized when they can’t bring their mind and body back into balance
after the event is over. In other words, if you experience a stressful event that you do not recover
from, then that event is traumatic (Hylton & McWilliams, 2020). The brain-based stress response
systems of traumatized children appear to become permanently changed as they focus attention
on the need to ensure safety rather than on the many growth-promoting interests and activities
that secure students find attractive and stimulating (Bath, 2008). Safety itself depends on the
development of the second pillar of trauma-informed care which is “comfortable connections
between traumatized children and their care providers and mentors” (Bath, 2008, p. 19). Data has
revealed that consistent exposure to trauma, whether that trauma is simple (one occurrence or
acute) or complex (repeated consistent exposure), has deleterious impacts on school-aged
children’s sense of safety, their sense of school belonging, self-confidence, academic
performance, and social relationships (Bath, 2008; Brunzell et al., 2015; Henfield et al., 2019).
The notion of safety is multifaceted and has many elements that need to be considered by care
providers in addition to the more obvious needs for physical and emotional safety. Consistency,
reliability, predictability, availability, honesty, and transparency are all career attributes that are
related to the creation of safe environments for children (Bath, 2008).
Teachers are now faced with the challenges of educating trauma-affected students who
present with a range of symptoms and behaviors (Brunzell et al., 2015); as well as being traumaaffected themselves post-pandemic (CASEL, 2020b). The need to intervene and eradicate trauma
exposure, and its varied ecological sources, is indisputable (Henfield et al., 2019). Being traumainformed means consciously cultivating space in our mental models so that, even if we know
nothing about a particular set of circumstances, we avoid the temptations to mindlessly apply
rules (Gorski, 2020). To become trauma-informed, a system of care must demonstrate

66
understanding and recognition of trauma as both interpersonal and sociopolitical (Quiros &
Berger, 2015). Traditionally, trauma-informed care has focused on providing students with the
necessary skills to manage the psychosocial and emotional turmoil brought about by trauma
(e.g., familial neglect, physical violence, sexual assault, and sexual abuse; Henfield et al., 2019).
Children affected by developmental trauma need adults in their lives who can understand the
pervasive impact of their experiences and who recognize that the pain from ruptured connections
can lead to a range of challenging behaviors (Bath, 2008). Traditional trauma theory imposes a
“one-size-fits-all” perspective, fostering a discourse of trauma development and subsequent
interventions exclusively based on the experience of White, well-educated, middle-class women
and men, neglecting to recognize the diversity of experiences and situations shaped by race,
ethnicity, class, immigration status, and sexual orientation (Quiros & Berger, 2015).
Educational approaches are desperately required to address the complex needs of students
struggling in classrooms due to their histories of trauma (Brunzell et al., 2015). In every school,
the first trauma-informed step should be mapping out all the ways students, families, and even
we, as educators, experience trauma at school; when we skip this step, we render the entire
trauma-informed effort hypocrisy (Gorski, 2020). Educators must recognize that the school
setting itself may be one of high stress, not only for children but for adults too, working in such
settings, educators face vicarious traumatization through their ongoing interactions with
oversight agencies, community members, stressed-out colleagues, and students affected by
trauma (Pawlo et al., 2019). Trauma-affected students are served well by a classroom that
provides experiences that predicate a sequential process of neurobiological development and
need to be given opportunities in the classroom to increase psychological resources and build
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upon strengths toward well-being- not only reduce stress and disrupted attachments (Brunzell et
al., 2015).
Every SEL program or activity should anticipate the need to provide intensive support to
learners and to address particularly acute and chronic challenges if that’s what the situation
demands (Pawlo et al., 2019); “by creating an explicit connection between SEL interventions and
trauma-informed approaches, educators can increase the effectiveness of both types of
interventions” (p. 40). For SEL programs to be trauma-informed, they must consider that many
learners are experiencing strong and overwhelming emotions that may be connected to an acute
traumatic occurrence or ongoing chronic stressors, both of which will limit students’ information
processing ability and social-emotional functioning (Pawlo et al., 2019). The first imperative in
working with traumatized children is creating an emotionally and physically safe place for them
(Bath, 2008), a place that promotes trustworthiness, choice, and collaboration and is empowering
within a culturally relevant framework (Quiros & Berger, 2015). There appears to be a
remarkable consensus about the key prerequisites for healing- those critical factors or therapeutic
pillars that need to be in place if healing is to take place: the development of safety, the
promotion of healing relationships, and the teaching of self-management and coping skills (Bath,
2008). These are familiar pillars, or constructs of the five SEL competencies put forth by CASEL
(2020a).
Currently, programs that do incorporate a trauma-related component and are being
implemented often must counter the existing culture of the agency which does not support
trauma-specific interventions. As a result, the effectiveness of interventions may be
compromised, leading to negative outcomes and/or retraumatization (Quiros & Berger, 2015).
Trauma is, in large measure, the result of a confluence of ideologies (e.g., racism,
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heteropatriarchy) that disproportionately impact systematically marginalized students; when
reviewing the SEL literature base, there are several shortcomings, namely the
“underrepresentation of culturally responsive interventions and a lack of scholarship that
examines the realities of how racism reverberates in racialized students’ lives” (Henfield et al.,
2019, page. 538). Gorski (2020) stated;
We must infuse trauma-informed education with a robust understanding of, and
responsiveness to, the traumas of systemic oppression; the best trauma-informed
practices are rooted in anti-racism, and anti-oppression more broadly, not just in helping
students cope with the impact of isolated traumatic events, and not just in assuming that a
student whose family is experiencing poverty must be experiencing some sort of abuse at
home; if I am not actively anti-racist, I am not trauma-informed.”(p. 5)
There are many facets to being trauma-informed and educators during this social-justice
movement are charged with researching and becoming cognizant of how often and differently
students are experiencing trauma.
Experiences of systemic oppression are not included in what is defined as trauma because
the victims are typically oppressed groups and their voices are silenced by the universality of the
White, middle-class, and heterosexual experience that dominates the treatment and research
literature; to be truly trauma-informed, services cannot simply address specific symptoms or
syndromes related to trauma; rather, they must adopt an overarching comprehensive approach
that takes into consideration trauma-related issues in all aspects of the agency’s operation
(Quiros & Berger, 2015). Another impactful quote from Burstow (2003) read:
Oppressed people are routinely worn down by the insidious trauma involved in day after
day living in a sexist, racist, classist, homophobic, and ableist society: being ogled by
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men on the streets, slaving long hours and for minimum wages in a fish processing plant,
hearing racist innuendoes even from one’s White’s allies. (p. 1296).
Adopting a culture and system of care that weaves trauma-specific interventions into the fabric
of the trauma-informed culture of an agency is crucial for the healing process and increasing
resiliency among clients and practitioners (Quiros & Berger, 2015).
Trauma-informed education can be conceived from both a deficit perspective (e.g., what
deficiencies or developmental struggles does this student face?) and a strengths perspective (e.g.,
what positive strengths does this student have to build upon for future success?; Brunzell et al.,
2015). Although the importance of positive relationships has long been recognized, there is now
good scientific evidence from human services that these are the critical ingredients in healing and
growth (Bath, 2008). Every educational agency needs to incorporate evidence-based traumaspecific knowledge, skills, and strategies in all aspects of service delivery and practice, thereby
working to place trauma and safety first (Quiros & Berger, 2015), this begins with staff training
on the complexity of trauma and cultural awareness, as practitioners must be alert to their own
biases, stereotypes, and worldviews and the ways in which they may minimize racial and cultural
traumas. Fallot et al. (2011) outlined five core concepts that should guide the creation of traumainformed care: safety, trustworthiness, choice, collaboration, and empowerment. These core
concepts all involve relationship work with students and staff and the willingness of educators to
make a safe environment for the students where they feel empowered to make their own choices.
Training on these five core concepts is the beginning of building a staff of trauma-informed
educators.
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The Gap in the Literature
One thing that is agreed upon by many researchers is the importance of including socialemotional teaching and learning in the school building to improve climate and culture (Collie et
al., 2015). The agreed-upon and consistent implementation of SEL that is transformational and
trauma-informed by professionals that have been well-trained is even more crucial today as
educators and students navigate these challenging times. The absence of SEL training in teacher
preparatory programs and subsequent teacher professional development, and the lack of teachers’
own social-emotional competency development throughout their careers shows why secondary
schools are struggling in the social-emotional development of their staff and students (Jennings
& Greenberg, 2009). Research is needed of key informants in the field at all levels, from the
classroom to district and state level, as to what is important in implementing inclusive and
effective SEL at the secondary level so that it meets the needs of diverse learners and students
affected by trauma.
Conclusion
This literature review has provided a comprehensive and in-depth summary of the
literature on Social-Emotional Learning at the secondary level. The literature search process,
effective SEL programming outcomes, the importance of proper SEL implementation to its
success, teacher beliefs about SEL programs and implementation, as well as their own training
and competency in implementation, and the need for culturally relevant and appropriate traumainformed SEL practices at the secondary level were thoroughly discussed. Through the literature
review process, the researcher has demonstrated that there is a gap in knowledge regarding SEL
that addresses diversity in schools and students who have experienced trauma at the secondary
level that can be described as transformative and/or trauma-informed. The apparent need for this
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exploration to gain this knowledge was shown through previous research in the field, but no
definite direction on how to train teachers and staff at the secondary level this knowledge that
they can use daily in secondary schools when teaching an increasingly diverse population
containing increasing numbers of students affected by trauma.
This study aims to decrease the gap in this area by creating an emerging theory that can
provide what is important to know regarding impactful SEL for diverse learners and those who
have experienced trauma for secondary educators. This is important for school officials,
administrators, teachers, and staff at the secondary level as it may expose the need for teacher
preparation programs to provide more training for teachers and more professional training for
teachers throughout their tenure on such SEL knowledge, as well as guide educators to increase
their own social-emotional competence and improve their own social-emotional well-being in
order to serve and implement proper SEL in their schools.
Chapter III focuses on the research design and methodology of the study, specifically
grounded theory. Chapter IV presents participant demographics as well as the findings from the
data analysis phase of this study. Chapter V presents a summary and discussion of the findings
from Chapter IV as well as the theory grounded in the data and implications for secondary
teachers and school leaders.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
Educational leadership research may be seen as twin-focused. It is a systematic inquiry
that is both a distinctive way of thinking about educational phenomena, that is, an attitude, and a
way of investigating those phenomena, that is, an action or activity (Briggs et al., 2012).
Educational leadership research, when conducted correctly and with the right attitude and action,
is roped in and shaped by several research traditions, and by multiple ways of viewing the
educational world we inhabit (Briggs et al., 2012).
In order to research the complex topic of education, specifically transformative and
trauma-informed Social-Emotional Learning (SEL), researchers must consider multiple methods
to investigate. Not only is it important for school leaders to understand and support SEL at the
secondary level, but they would be wise to also promote and provide appropriate professional
development for teachers to equip them with the most effective knowledge of inclusive SEL to
pass along to their students. With so little research out there currently, the following section
details the background and goals of the researcher and the method I used to add to the field of
educational research on the topic of transformative and trauma-informed SEL.
I sought to gain insight into the knowledge that educators currently hold that seems to
have transformative and trauma-informed aspects. Educators who are key informants on the
topic of SEL for diverse learners and students who have experienced trauma and consistently use
this knowledge when implementing SEL were interviewed and asked to participate in a focus
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group with other interviewees at a later date in order to gain insight into and come to an
agreement on the most effective or noteworthy knowledge. This study shed light on SEL
experience and expertise that subsequent educators and specifically secondary leaders can
investigate for bringing into their educational setting to help make their teachers and staff more
cognizant and their students feel more welcomed, valued, and safe.
This study employed a constructivist grounded theory methodology (Creswell, 2015), and
focused on gaining SEL experiential knowledge from key secondary school teachers that they
apply in their schools that could be considered transformative and/or trauma-informed in nature
due to the impact on student engagement and climate in the classroom. The constructivist
approach places priority on the studied phenomenon and sees both data and analysis as created
from shared experiences and relationships with participants; methods do not ensure knowing;
they may only provide useful tools for learning (Belgrave & Charmaz, 2012). The research
focused more on the meanings ascribed by participants in the study, and more importance was
placed on the views, values, beliefs, feelings, assumptions, and ideologies of the individuals than
in gathering facts and describing acts (Creswell, 2015). Key informants were interviewed based
on their knowledge about and experience of implementing SEL in diverse schools and to
students who have experienced trauma. This research will add to the limited knowledge base that
exists in regard to SEL being most impactful and appropriate for these target populations of
students.
Creswell (2015) explained grounded theory as systematic qualitative research that is used
to generate a broad theory or explanation of a process, action, or interaction among people. The
explanation is grounded in the views of the people who participate in the study and whose views
are documented by the researcher. As a methodology, grounded theory is well suited to studies in
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educational leadership (Dimmock & Lam, 2012). A grounded theory approach was best to
answer this research question because the variables are unknown. The researcher sought to gain
information about the relationships between the SEL implemented with diverse students and
students who have experienced trauma and the impact on the classroom and school culture as a
whole. Grounded theory was further suited because of its ability to offer a theory or explanation
of complex interactive situations involving human beings in their natural or organizational
settings, such as schools or universities (Dimmock & Lam, 2012).
As a result of limited available research surrounding SEL that is proven effective on
students of color and those who have experienced trauma; one of the outcomes of this research
was a deeper understanding, useful data pertaining to, and focus group discussions of practices in
a newer field of specific SEL which will broaden and strengthen school leader’s ability to
support secondary educators in the task of providing SEL to these specific populations of
students. Currently, it is of incredible importance to work toward embedding intentional SEL
practices into the fabric of secondary schools due to students returning amidst the Coronavirus
pandemic and Black Lives Matter social justice movement (CASEL, 2020b). Theoretical and
practical implications for the potential of school-based Social-Emotional Learning practitioners
to support the development of cultural assets such as ethnic-racial identity have been researched
and deserve more attention (Rivas-Drake et al., 2020). Interventions and concepts from positive
psychology carry important possibilities for student growth and well-being in the traumainformed context (Brunzell et al., 2015). The increase in educator effectiveness on all levels
depends on the research and discovery of transformative and trauma-informed SEL knowledge
(Jagers et al., 2019; Pawlo et al., 2019). Maintaining safe, supportive, and equitable learning
environments and continuously promoting all students’ social and emotional development is
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critical (CASEL, 2020b). As a result of this research, a deeper understanding came to light, and
this knowledge will hopefully become a part of who educators are and help educators better
serve diverse student populations.
Researcher Stance
I am a white, female teacher who has had the joy of teaching science in four secondary
schools over the last 18 years. Furthermore, I have embedded SEL in my classroom consistently
for over 10 of those years. I have experienced firsthand the notable and positive difference these
consistent SEL practices have had on my relationships with students and student achievement.
These 18 years of teaching and positive results of SEL implementation, along with teaching
through the 2020 Coronavirus Pandemic and closure of schools drove my quest to discover new
information about SEL being implemented at the secondary level. I have also seen in my own
school the impact the pandemic had on students as well as the current social-justice movement,
and the reality is that there is a continued inconsistent existence of SEL being employed at the
secondary level in general which made me want to pursue pertinent information on SEL for
diverse students and students who have experienced trauma (the COVID-19 pandemic is
classified as a traumatic event). The knowledge gained from key informants in this study can be
used to inform educational leaders and secondary educators, which was the purpose of this study.
I hope that given the knowledge of SEL for diverse populations and students who have
experienced trauma and the positive impact on secondary classrooms that consequently
secondary school leaders and teachers consider incorporating SEL as a structural component of
their schools and classrooms going forward.
This agenda for research originated from my own training and experience teaching
social-emotional topics in my classroom, the recent global pandemic (trauma), and the recent
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national social-justice movement. Due to our country’s current educational atmosphere, SocialEmotional Learning is no longer something we can consider an extra. It is essential. It is my
passion to offer my research to those on the front lines in order to address the deficits our
students have endured and the traumas they have experienced over the last several years.
I have recently vacated my teaching position for a leadership position at my most recent
school as the Dean of Students. I spent one year as Dean of Students and then was promoted to
Assistant Principal. As a school leader who has shared my research, I believe that the knowledge
gained from talking to SEL practitioners with diverse student populations and students who have
experienced trauma can be informative and impactful to other school leaders and secondary
education teachers, especially in the aftermath of a global pandemic and national social-justice
movement, including myself. Qualitative research lent itself nicely to me reaching my research
goals and finding out the perceptions of experts in the educational field in regard to SEL for
specific populations of students.
Purpose Statement and Problem Overview
The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of educators and educational
leaders, specifically at the secondary level of what is important to know about implementing
inclusive SEL in classrooms. Qualitative research is about exploring a problem to understand the
phenomenon deeply (Creswell, 2015). When conducting a qualitative research study and
gathering evidence through interviews, and follow-up focus groups (Dimmock & Lam, 2012) the
researcher can interpret the experiences of the participants, which are key to unlocking a deeper
understanding of the central phenomenon in question (Creswell, 2015). That phenomenon which
the researcher hoped to gain more insight into was impactful SEL for all populations of students
from the perception of the experts. With the application of this new knowledge brought forth by
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experts in the field today, fellow educators can make progress toward a more positive, inclusive
school environment and classrooms where students have tools to help them with their mental
health during trauma, and students of all backgrounds feel safe and included.
The results of this research provided an emerging theory of SEL knowledge regarding the
implementation of SEL in culturally and linguistically diverse schools and for all students who
have experienced trauma. The important knowledge to keep in mind when presenting inclusive
SEL helps make SEL have a more positive impact, as well as avoid possible re-traumatization or
increased alienation between different cultural groups of students. With appropriate SEL,
students and educators alike benefit and grow together through tumultuous times and become
stronger for it. As Dimmock and Lam (2012) stated, in grounded theory, transferability rather
than ‘generalizability’ is the more apt term; it invites readers to draw inferences from the study
after applying the findings to their situations. The relevance of this study is that it provides
school leaders with reliable information and professional development goals for secondary
school teachers to put into practice in the future. Schools in partnership with their communities,
districts, and states can use this exploration to foster the competencies and learning environments
that students and adults need to reunite, renew, and thrive (CASEL, 2020b).
Research Questions
This qualitative grounded theory research study was designed and to be carried out to
investigate the following question:
Q1

What are secondary school educators’ perceptions of what is important in
implementing SEL so that it meets the needs of diverse learners and students
affected by trauma?
Q1a

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of all
learners from all backgrounds?
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Q1b

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of learners
dealing with trauma?

Q1c

What should secondary educators know and be able to do during inclusive
SEL instruction?
Research Design: Grounded Theory Approach

Human life is experienced and constructed from a subjective perspective (Briggs et al.,
2012). “Qualitative research begins with assumptions, a worldview, the possible use of a
theoretical lens, and the study of research problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or
groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2007, p. 37). Due to the nature of this
study, which focused on exploring an educational process of events, activities, actions, and
interactions that occur over time (Briggs et al., 2012), this qualitative study followed a grounded
theory design, which was originally developed by Glaser and Strauss in the late 1960s (Creswell,
2015). Grounded theory refers to a systematic method for constructing a theoretical analysis
from data, with explicit analytic strategies and implicit guidelines for data collection (Belgrave &
Charmaz, 2012). Grounded theory is a research approach and methodology, employing a
combination of inductive and deductive methods, falling within the interpretive paradigm,
relying on conventional qualitative methods of data collection and a unique system of coding in
data analysis (Dimmock & Lam, 2012).
This study emulated Charmaz’s (2006) constructivist grounded theory approach, in which
data is viewed analyses as constructions that not only locate our data in time, place, culture, and
context but also reflect our social, epistemological, and research locations (Belgrave & Charmaz,
2012), meanings of our data do not inhere entirely within or solely emerge from the data. This
approach allows the researcher to develop a theory that is an interpretation of exploration. To this
end, a constructivist grounded theory design was used to (a) consider the beliefs, values, and
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practices of secondary school leaders and teachers in regard to SEL at the secondary level and
(b) discuss through post-interview focus groups specific important knowledge in regards to
diverse students and the implementation of secondary SEL. The conclusions are an attempt to
share this exploration and thus what is important to know about inclusive SEL.
Research Sites and Participants
Purposeful sampling was utilized according to the maximum variation definition
(Dimmock & Lam, 2012). Educators were sought out and selected for this study based on the
following criteria:
1.

Teach in a secondary school and have done so for at least two years.

2.

Teach SEL in their classrooms on a regular basis either through their own

implementation or implementation of an SEL program adopted by the school or district and have
done so consistently for at least a semester.
3.

Work in schools with a diverse population of students (at least 25% of the student

population are students of color).
The use of purposeful (selective) sampling in this study ensured that the individuals who
participated served as information-rich cases because of their in-depth knowledge and
experience relevant to the phenomenon of interest (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The teachers who
partook in the study had knowledge through experience of teaching SEL that mitigated the
multiple inequities experienced by secondary students today. Specific participant attributes that
reflect the purpose of the study was generated and used to select the schools and people who
took part in the study. I reached out to specific educators and building leaders to ask for their
assistance in finding the teachers that fit the participant requirements. My research was aimed at
finding out personal perspectives of teachers and data were not tied to districts or district
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programming. Potential participants were not contacted during contract time any time given to
interviewing and focus group discussion was done voluntarily on their personal time.
Interviewing teachers from seven different school districts and conducting a post-interview focus
group with these same teachers provided a well-rounded consensus from the different
perspectives on what is important to know when implementing inclusive SEL for today’s diverse
student population.
The participating teachers provided knowledge regarding current SEL being implemented
in their schools or classrooms and how it serves diverse populations of students. An email
requesting their participation in the study was sent out and interviews and subsequently focus
group discussions were scheduled with any participants who partook in the study. The goal of the
study was to interview 12-15 educators who were secondary classroom teachers to encompass
the expertise in this new field. Twenty-one secondary classroom teachers ended up participating
in this study throughout the summer of 2021.
The primary source of data for this study came from interviews of secondary educators
who were key informants regarding the implementation of inclusive SEL. Participants were
contacted that could inform my research problem and provide their knowledge from differing
perspectives. Participants were asked to fill out an interest form and sign a consent form
(Appendix B) to verify they met the criteria for interviewing. These various key informants
provided an understanding of the important knowledge for implementing SEL for the evergrowing population of diverse students and increasing percentages of students who have
experienced trauma.
Post-interview focus groups took place with small groups of teachers who were
interviewed. Specific focus group interview questions were used to ignite conversation (see
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Appendix C). Throughout the focus group discussions, participants discussed their philosophies
regarding secondary SEL and worked to come to an agreement about the most important
knowledge regarding inclusive SEL. The data from these focus group discussions are included in
the results. Eleven of the 21 participants attended one of three focus group discussions which
took place virtually in October 2021.
Human Participants and Ethics
Precautions
Prior to conducting any interviews or conducting any research, the University of
Northern Colorado’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) gave their approval of the methodology
of this study and the data collection method, including the interview and follow-up questions,
and post-interview focus group guiding questions (Appendix D). The interviews were recorded
with permission from the participants and transcribed to ensure the accuracy and validity of the
resulting data. With the approval of the IRB, the researcher was able to assure those participating
and those who approved the research that participants were treated fairly and in good faith. All
protocols of the IRB were followed and acquired from the University of Northern Colorado
Institutional Review Board.
All participants received, prior to the interview an informational research consent form
explaining the purpose of the study and the role of the participants (Appendix B). The
participants were given information on the right to withdraw from the study at any time and
anonymity of the participants was ensured. No names were given or recorded and to identify
participants in the study, all participants were assigned numbers and pseudonyms. All sensitive
information was kept secure in locked files in the researcher’s computer and papers were locked
in a file cabinet in the researcher’s home by the researcher and kept from all participants or other
parties. The consent forms signed by participants were also kept in a secure location by the
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committee advisor and will be for three years after the conclusion of the research. The interview
protocol and questions used in this study are included in Appendix E.
The best interests of the participants were protected throughout the study to the extent of
the researcher’s capability. The potential risks to the participants in this study were minimal.
Demographic information gathered was generalized so that participants could not be matched.
Trustworthiness of the study was maintained through the ability of the participants to understand
the questions asked, ask clarifying questions, and through the participant’s honest and thorough
answers to those questions. The researcher aimed to collect the necessary data to answer the
proposed research questions outlined in the study and additional data to clarify those answers.
Member checks were done to verify that what the researcher has reported is accurate to what the
participants stated and meant. Results of the study were shared with the participants and had no
bearing on their current positions or their identities or affiliations with schools or districts and
will remain confidential. Due to the nature of grounded theory, the participants may be contacted
several times after the initial interview to answer follow-up questions that guide the formation of
a theory.
Data Collection
Grounded theory applies the same methods of data collection as other qualitative
methods, namely, interviewing, observation, and documentary sources (Dimmock & Lam, 2012).
Interviews are the most commonly used, and in this study were the primary source of data.
Purposeful sampling was utilized to interview teachers who had a background in promoting and
implementing inclusive SEL to a diverse student population and students who have experienced
trauma. Secondarily, in an effort to complement the interviews, focus groups consisting of
interview participants were conducted to discuss the knowledge generated from the interviews
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and to come to a consensus of the most important knowledge generated from the interviews.
Once the research aims were identified, the research questions were framed to address the
problem (Briggs et al., 2012). To collect data, semi-structured in-person interviews, which
consisted of both open-ended, as well as structured questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) of
participants were conducted that informed the researcher about SEL being implemented in
schools with diverse populations. An indirect impact was to improve the climate and culture of
the school which included making the school more inclusive of all cultures and improving the
skills of students post-trauma in returning to school, feeling safe, and being successful.
While interviews of participants were being conducted throughout this research process,
constant comparison (Creswell, 2015) by the researcher was simultaneously occurring where the
inquirer engaged in a process of gathering data, sorting into categories, collecting additional
information, and comparing the new information with emerging categories. Open coding
(Creswell, 2015; Saldaňa, 2016) was utilized to construct initial categories through reading
transcribed interviews. Axial coding was implemented after the open coding to pinpoint themes
and core phenomena (Creswell, 2015). Creswell also recommended a process of selective coding
to occur by writing theory from the interrelationship of the visual representation of the
categories. Focus group discussions were around these categories and whether the teachers
agreed that these categories were the most important and prevalent from the data.
In achieving the main objective of grounded theory research, namely the construction of
the actual grounded theory, a storyline or general descriptive view explaining the whole data set
and its empirical grounding, is explicated (Dimmock & Lam, 2012). The visual representation by
the research guided the researcher and was confirmed by the focus groups to the most prominent

84
SEL practices that are transformative and trauma-informed and seem to have a direct effect on
school culture and climate and overall student achievement.
Epistemology
The grounded theory approach to qualitative research methodology is rooted in the
theoretical approach of interpretivism and constructionist epistemology (Crotty, 2013). The
researcher sought to find specific knowledge regarding SEL that lent to being effective on
students of different cultures and backgrounds as well as students who have suffered through
trauma. Together, the researcher and participants discussed and reached conclusions about the
meaning contained in the SEL and the positive effects on students who fit those categories.
Through these discussions in interviews and focus groups, there was a broader understanding of
SEL that is effective with diverse students and those who have experienced trauma and pushed
the knowledge base of secondary school leaders passed what was previously known in this field
of research (Crotty, 2013), the essence of grounded theory. The perceptions of teachers about
what is important regarding teaching SEL helped to build a theory of knowledge in SEL for a
diverse population of students.
Interviews
“A qualitative interview occurs when researchers ask one or more participants general,
open-ended questions and record their answers. The researcher then transcribes and types the
data into a computer file for analysis” (Creswell, 2015, p. 216). Advantages to interviewing
participants and transcribing are that “they provide useful information when you cannot directly
observe participants, and they permit participants to describe detailed personal information.
Compared to the observer, the interviewer also has better control over the types of information
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received because the interviewer can ask specific questions to elicit this information” (Creswell,
2015, p. 216).
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews with a total of 21 secondary school
teachers considered information-rich cases (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) from 2 continental states,
7 school districts, and 6 content areas. Three follow-up virtual focus-group discussions took
place two months after the last of the personal interviews were completed. Eleven of the original
21 interviewees chose to participate in one of the focus-group discussions. Three total focus
groups discussions took place online, the first had 3 participants, the second had 4 different
participants and the last had 3 yet different participants. The remaining 10 interviewees were
extended the invitation for the virtual focus group discussions; however, they were unable to
participate.
Data from these interviews, both personal and focus-group, were transcribed and
analyzed concurrently over a 4-month period. Creswell’s (2015) constant comparison method
was utilized throughout to gather data, sort it into categories, collect additional information, and
compare the new information with emerging categories and themes. New information gathered
was commented on primarily through the focus group discussions. I asked questions to highlight
data from the interviews and through the emerging categories to compare through a second and
third round of coding. To develop a theory, data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective
coding. During the initial coding phase, participant interviews were transcribed and coded lineby-line to allow me to remain open to the data, see the emerging categories and compare it to the
literature, and develop follow-up questions if necessary for the focus-group discussions.
Transcripts were color-coded and responses were entered into google forms of different
structures organized by the frequency of each response. Following this open coding, I completed
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a round of axial coding which allowed for code comparison between participants and the
frequency of these codes’ appearance. I was able to collapse some of the responses into similar
categories. These frequently appearing codes were categorized into themes to help answer the
research questions of the study. During these three phases of coding, I proceeded to construct
multiple tables to organize the responses and memos about each response and the frequency as
well as similarities and differences of the responses. I color-coded these memos and continued to
compare each frequency of answers to construct prevailing themes. From these themes, I was
able to develop an emerging theory about what knowledge is important for secondary teachers to
have when presenting Social-Emotional Learning to students of color and those who have
experienced trauma.
A constructivist grounded theory design developed by Charmaz was used, which allowed
me to rely heavily on the views, values, beliefs, and assumptions of the participants (Creswell,
2015). I was given the opportunity to study how the participants make meaning in situations and
reflected on their experience and expertise over their careers of including SEL in their secondary
classroom and instructional practices. Participants’ interpretations of concepts such as
transformative and trauma-informed, experiences, and specific lessons and situations were used
to better understand the knowledge necessary to teach secondary students of color and those who
have experienced trauma social-emotional content effectively. This approach and these
experiences, individual interviews, and focus group discussions allowed me to develop emerging
themes and an emerging theory grounded in the interpretation of the participants’ responses.
Subsequently, the constructivist grounded theory study design allowed me to not only consider
the values, beliefs, and knowledge that secondary teachers hold in regard to Social-Emotional
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Learning but also be able to apply their wisdom on the topic and form a theory as to what
knowledge is important to pass on to other educators.
Secondary Data Collection: Focus
Groups
In addition to personal interviews, the participants were asked to take part in one focus
group with other interviewees. The focus group is a research methodology in which a small
group of participants gathers to discuss a specified issue under the guidance of a moderator
(Wibeck et al., 2007). A focus group is a type of in-depth interview accomplished in a group,
whose meetings present characteristics defined with respect to the proposal, size, composition,
and interview procedures and the focus or object of analysis is the interaction inside the group
(Mishra, 2016). These focus group discussions took place post-interview, once the first round of
individual interview data were collected and analyzed, themes had been established and the
central category had been hypothesized. The discussions lasted between 60-90 minutes and were
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. As with the one-on-one interviews, the focus groups were
conducted outside of teacher contract time and were voluntary on the part of the participants.
In order to enrich the data that was collected in the individual interviews, these focus
groups were used for generating information on collective views, and the meaning that lies
behind those views (Mishra, 2016). Focus groups are of particular value because of their ability
to allow researchers to study how people engage in collective sense-making, i.e., “how views are
constructed, expressed, defended, and (sometimes) modified in the context of discussion and
debate with others” (Wibeck et al., 2007, p. 249). The focus groups discussions were used to
solidify the agreed-upon important knowledge in regard to their experience with inclusive SEL
instruction in the secondary classroom. Focus groups enabled the participants to study and
understand inclusive secondary SEL from their and others’ perspectives with similar experiences
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and offered an opportunity to observe the ‘co-construction’ of meaning in action (Wibeck et al.,
2007). Initial guiding questions were asked to ignite the conversation (Appendix C) as well as
probing questions to expand on their accounts of their experiences to meet the purpose of the
focus group which was to encourage participants to engage in the process of collective sensemaking (Nel et al., 2015) of important perspectives and knowledge in regard to what is important
for inclusive secondary SEL to take place.
Artifacts
During the interviews with teachers with experience in inclusive SEL, the researcher
asked for any copies of sample blank documents used during the SEL activities to which they
refer. “The advantage of collecting relevant documents is that it enables the researcher to obtain
the language of the participants and provides written evidence of what is being done” (Creswell,
2015, p. 222). The researcher also asked for any lesson plans, student work, or teacher responses
to students during these specific SEL practices that show their impact or illustrate the experience
for students and teachers alike.
Documents and artifacts were collected to bolster the lesson explanation or experience
narrative. School building and class descriptions or SEL program attributes were also requested
and documented by the researcher to ensure that transformative and trauma-informed SEL is
being implemented regularly and to a culturally diverse group of students as well as students
who have suffered trauma without re-traumatizing them while doing so (the pandemic would
qualify as such an event).
Memos
Memos are notes that the researcher writes throughout the research process to elaborate
on ideas about the data and the coded categories. Throughout the grounded theory procedure,
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grounded theorists create memos about the data (Creswell, 2015). The researcher wrote memos
throughout the process to “explore hunches, ideas, and thoughts and search for broader
explanations at work in the process” (Creswell, 2015, p. 441). These memos provided
researchers with an ongoing dialogue with themselves about the emerging theory (Charmaz,
2006). Grounded theory researchers normally make heavy use of memos throughout the entire
research process, as well as field notes and diagrams, as techniques to aid the collection and
analysis of data and assist the theorizing process (Dimmock & Lam., 2012). The researcher
wrote memos throughout the research experience and used them as a guide to the theory
emergence and organize the vast amounts of data collected.
Data Analysis
Grounded theory is most distinct from other qualitative approaches in its processes of
data analysis (Dimmock & Lam., 2012). The initial coding process indeed drove the constant
comparison (Creswell, 2015) between data and the formation of a theory. In order to initiate the
coding of the interviews primarily, observations, and artifacts collected secondarily, the data
were collated in a way that allowed the researcher’s notes and comments to be added alongside
at a later stage and that each piece of ‘raw data’ material is identified with a unique serial number
or code for reference purposes (Dimmock & Lam, 2012). While collecting and analyzing data, it
was the task of the researcher to start to make sense of it all and continually look for a surfacing
theory about important SEL knowledge, while limiting personal bias and opinion. This formative
analysis reflected the epistemological and ontological aspects of qualitative research projects
which seek to provide understandings and explanations, and actively shape the types of data
collection carried out (Dimmock & Lam, 2012).
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Open coding as the first step during this process is fundamental to qualitative data
analysis and involved putting tags or labels against large or small pieces of data in order to attach
meaning to them and to index them for further use (Dimmock & Lam, 2012). The researcher
constantly compared keywords or incidents from the interview and focus group transcriptions
and documents and artifacts collected. This constant comparison is the basic strategy of data
analysis in grounded theory (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). At the conclusion of the open coding,
emerging themes or categories to build a theory upon were determined and the researcher
checked back with previous interviewees for verification. Categories were generated from the
responses of the interviewees and connected to other incidents in the data and other categories.
The researcher identified the themes that emerged from repeated categories to eliminate
redundancy and develop evidence for emerging categories (Creswell, 2015).
After the first round of open coding was completed and the researcher had some
emerging categories the data analysis moved to the axial coding process. Axial coding develops
a category by grouping/sorting/reducing the number of codes generated from the first cycle of
coding (Saldaňa, 2016). The data are re-assembled in new ways after open coding and a visual
model is drawn by the researcher to identify a central phenomenon, then the researcher goes on
to explore causal conditions that lead to the central phenomenon, the researcher then explores
specific strategies, actions, or knowledge adopted to manage the phenomenon, within specific
contextual and intervening conditions, before finally delineating the consequences or outcomes
of the knowledge (emphasis in text, Dimmock & Lam, 2012).
A third look at the codes and categories occurred after axial coding named selective
coding (Saldaňa, 2016). During selective coding, a core category is selected to which the other
categories can be related and conceptualized in a supporting and associative relationship, the
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core category then becomes the central phenomenon in which all other categories are integrated.
It becomes the basis of the newly constructed substantive theory (Dimmock & Lam, 2012).
Data analysis in grounded theory is very interactive and reflective and requires the
researcher to be fully engaged with the data (Charmaz, 2006). The final step in the data analysis
process was to analyze the available data through the formation of themes or patterns found
among the participants and work toward developing a theory. In achieving the main objective of
grounded theory research, namely the construction of the actual grounded theory, a storyline or
general descriptive view explaining the whole data set and its empirical grounding, is explicated
(Dimmock & Lam, 2012). The hope was to saturate the categories with data and begin to sort,
construct diagrams, and integrate them into an emerging theory. A theory then emerges from the
data to speak to the phenomenon of interest.
Grounded theorists can present their theory in three possible ways: as a visual coding
paradigm, as a series of propositions (or hypotheses), or as a story written in narrative form
(Creswell, 2015). The theory is normally based on a typology of participants, and propositions
about each of the types in relation to the core category and supporting categories (Dimmock &
Lam, 2012). My plan in this particular study is to present a theory in a visual coding paradigm
that will make clear the key knowledge necessary when working towards implementing aspects
of inclusive SEL.
All data were kept confidential and all personal information was removed and remained
unknown to anyone outside of the study and researcher. The researcher worked to maintain
confidentiality and handled any data that was not provided or had errors. Data collected for this
study were kept in a locked computer with a password and any paper data were kept in a locked
filing cabinet in the researcher’s home, with only the researcher having access.
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Validity and Trustworthiness
For research and data to make an impact and be taken seriously, the researcher must
ensure the validity and trustworthiness of their processes and outcomes. There are steps the
researcher for this study took to ensure both. First, at the beginning of this chapter, the researcher
articulated any bias she would have toward the research and reporting of the research (Creswell,
2009). This included interpretations of how the findings were shaped by both the experience
prior of the researcher and SEL in her classroom and its impact and the background of the
researcher which included over a decade of teaching SEL in the secondary classroom.
To reduce bias in the conducting of this research, the researcher limited the use of
emotional language and personal affiliation. The researcher included facts that balance the
argument, incorporating information produced by someone with a differing viewpoint (Dimmock
& Lam, 2012). The researcher reduced bias by careful formulation of questions and interviewer
training and by analyzing the data consistently throughout the study and worked to check validity
through methodological triangulation between participants and the sources of data (Dimmock &
Lam, 2012). The researcher periodically thought about the biases that they brought to the study
beyond the epistemological or theoretical framework, such as what is being projected onto the
data based on the researcher’s own beliefs and life experience; the researcher also considered
their positionality and social location and how they affect what they saw in the data (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Careful consideration was given to guard against bias throughout the duration of
this research study.
Throughout this study, the researcher draws parallels to the data from interviews from
research in the literature review (Coleman, 2012). Comparing and contrasting the data gathered
to data from the literature gives the research credibility and the emergent theory legs to stand on.
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Triangulation will be used between participants with differing experiences, positions, and
responses to the interview questions as well as between the memos, observation notes, interview
transcripts, and artifacts. Validation is an active part of the process of research. During the
constant comparative procedure of open coding, the researcher triangulated data between the
information and the emerging categories (Creswell, 2015). The researcher conducted member
checks often with the participants and the data to ensure that what the participants expressed in
the interviews matched what was being presented in the data.
Conclusion
The researcher’s method to address this endeavor was a constructivist grounded theory
approach. The researcher wished to gather data around existing knowledge of key informants in
the education field of Social-Emotional Learning at the secondary level that serve diverse
students and students who have experienced trauma. Gaining a better understanding of what is
important when implementing SEL on specific populations of students can have even more of an
impact during a national social-justice movement and a global pandemic. These are important
data for secondary school leaders and educators going forward.
The purpose of this study was to explore what experts in the field perceived to be
important when teaching SEL to diverse populations and, thus, develop a theory of (around
which) Social-Emotional Learning considered inclusive in nature for secondary educators to use
in their classrooms henceforth, serving all students from all backgrounds. Chapter III focused on
the research design and methodology of the study, specifically grounded theory. Chapter IV
presents participant demographics as well as the findings from the data analysis phase of this
study. Chapter V presents a summary and discussion of the findings from Chapter IV as well as
the theory grounded in the data and implications for secondary teachers and school leaders.

94

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Throughout the following chapter, I will explain the findings from the data analysis phase
of this study which explored secondary educators’ perceptions about transformative and traumainformed Social-Emotional Learning, specifically, the knowledge necessary to meet the needs of
diverse learners and students who have experienced trauma through the teaching of SocialEmotional Learning (SEL). A variety of categories based on three phases of coding emerged and
themes were developed from the data to attempt to answer the main research question: What are
secondary school educators’ perceptions of what is important in implementing SEL so that it
meets the needs of diverse learners and students affected by trauma?
The sections of this chapter are as follows. The first section provides a summary of the
participants’ professional background and their expertise and knowledge they possess in teaching
social-emotional content to a diverse group of students along with the sources of socialemotional content the participants have used and found success with. The next section will
present the data to answer the main research question and sub questions outlined in the study.
This section will also address what not to do during secondary SEL instruction and what is meant
by inclusive SEL, provided by the participants. The last section will provide a discussion of the
importance of school leadership in supporting the implementation and success of secondary SEL
content and will conclude with a discussion of the emerging theory found in the data about the
knowledge a secondary educator needs in order to teach inclusive social-emotional content to a
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diverse group of students and students who have experienced trauma based on the data provided
in the previous section by participants.
The Participants
The information provided in this section will provide the reader a better understanding of
the various perspectives of each participant as well as a deeper look into their experience and
teaching environment. This background information will give the reader the information
necessary to be able to understand how the participant’s current expertise in the field developed
and how the participant’s knowledge and experience contribute to the field of secondary
teaching, specifically inclusive SEL content teaching at the secondary level. This section will
provide examples of social-emotional resources available to and used by secondary educators in
this study. This section will provide a glimpse into the different types of school and district
environments the participants teach. This section provides participant’s differing perspectives of
their school’s leadership, and whether the leadership places importance on the teaching of SEL
in the classroom and are willing to provide resources to encourage and grow this type of content
teaching in their schools.
The 21 secondary teachers who participated in this study had a variant number of years of
content teaching experience and number of years of experience of teaching social-emotional
content. The total years of content teaching experience of the participants ranged from 4 to 54
years. The combined years of teaching experience is 315 with an average of 15 years of teaching
experience. When asked the percentage of their career that they have been a practitioner of
specific SEL strategies in their classroom, 13 of the 21 participants responded 100% of their
career, 4 responded with 75% or more of their career, and the remaining four participants, at
least 50% of their career. The average percentage of their career that the participants have been
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regular practitioners of social-emotional content in their classroom was 88.5%. Seven
participants teach in District One, two teach in District Two, one teaches in District Three, four
teach in District Four, four teach in District Five, two teach in District Six and one teaches in
District Seven. The largest school district from which participants teach serves over 92,000
students while the smallest district serves 667. The participants teach in six different content
areas: math, science, social studies, English, physical education, and special education. Three of
the participants teach both special education and a core content area. Seventeen of the
participants were female and four were male. The percentage of students of color enrolled at the
participants’ schools averaged 55% with 25% being the lowest percentage and 85% being the
highest percentage of students of color.
There was limited data in existence on the number of students at each of these schools
who have experienced trauma. To address this, I asked the participants to give their best estimate
of the percentage of students at their school who have experienced trauma. Five of the
participants agreed with CASEL’s interpretation that the COVID-19 pandemic and social justice
movements are current traumas that all students are experiencing. Therefore, they stated 100% of
students at their school have experienced and are continuing to experience trauma. Other
participants interpreted the question as referring to one or more Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACEs) and therefore answered that 20% or more of their students had experienced trauma.
Thirteen of the 21 participants responded that they thought at least 50% of their current students
have experienced trauma without referring to the pandemic or ACEs as part of their response.
The average estimated percentage of students who experienced trauma was 49.6%. Table 2
contains demographic information about the 21 participants who took part in this study.
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Table 2
Demographic Data of Teachers Interviewed
SOC a
District

%

Carl Mulberry

1

66

Russ Crabapple

1

Jane Maple

SEL c
%

Content Area

15

80

Science

66

12

80-100

1

66

19

100

Special Education (Math)

Jen Fern

1

66

13

100

Language Arts

Margaret Fir

1

66

7

100

Language Arts

Judy Hickory

1

66

18

100

Special Education
(Language Arts)

Anna Mangrove

1

66

13

100

Language Arts &
Humanities

Barbara
Sycamore

2

26

14

80

Luna Larkspur

2

26

11

100

Social Studies & AVID

Amy Magnolia

3

48

5

100

Language Arts & Reading

Jude Walnut

4

37

31

100

Language Arts

Josie Papaya

4

35

15

75

Language Arts

Alice Kaki

4

43

4

100

Special Education &
Language Arts

Nancy Willow

4

26

4

100

Special Education

Tyra Kentia

5

84

54

55

Tony Locust

5

84

10

100

Robert Cypress

5

84

20

50

Special Education

Alexis Acacia

5

84

21

50

Physical Education

Participant

Years

b

Math

Social Studies

Language Arts
Social Studies & Special
Education
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Table 2 (continued
SOC a

SEL c

District

%

Kayla Spruce

6

47

7

100

Science

Jess Sage

6

47

12

100

Special Education

Mary
Mahogany

7

85

12

75

Participant

Years b

%

Content Area

Language Arts & World
Geography

Note. Data based on self-reported responses.
a

Percentage of the student population that are students of color.

b

Total number of years teaching experience. c Percentage of career teaching Social-Emotional

Learning (SEL).
Sources of Social-Emotional Content
Findings from this study revealed that most participants did not have a curriculum or
program provided for them by their school or district as a source of Social-Emotional Learning
content. Instead, eighteen of the twenty-one participants stated they developed the socialemotional content they delivered in their classrooms themselves at the school where they
currently teach. Participants also used sources such as those found on the internet or books, their
own lived experiences, outside professional development learnings, or they collaborated with
teachers with similar beliefs and objectives to construct and distribute content. A few of the
participants did in fact have a school-led initiative or adopted SEL curriculum provided by their
school or district.
Six participants stated that their school or district did not provide any resources or
specific curriculum. Mary Mahogany stated, “Right now, there are no resources. That’s the one
thing that I think I would say is one of the next steps, is to have more specific resources from the
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top down.” She continued by saying, “I would definitely appreciate having more resources, and
not that I need a curriculum, but if I need something to build a specific skill, I think it would be
beneficial to have a place to go to pull resources.” Josie Papaya agreed, “Resources are missing,
and I have no idea what resources the school has if any. I’ve never asked.” Secondary schools in
general, according to participants, rarely had resources available to their teachers to guide
teaching transformative and trauma-informed social-emotional content. In the following
paragraphs, participants give insight into the resources they have found in teaching secondary
social-emotional content.
The major differences in the data were where the teachers found the resources for
teaching social-emotional activities. Some participants found resources on their own through the
reading of books, exploration of existing SEL program information, activities found on the
internet, or pursuit of professional development and experiences in their classroom, purely based
on student questions and needs. “Look online and you can find stuff” encouraged Jane Maple,
“Some good lessons perhaps as a foundation.” Luna Larkspur concurred, “Spend time looking at
websites and find stuff that looks authentic to you or that you could at least tweak so it’s
authentic and applicable to your students and try it.” Finding resources online or putting together
lessons from different sources made Mary Mahogany nervous, “Right now, everything is
piecemeal, which makes me uncomfortable because it is important to do this right. SocialEmotional Learning is important and messy, but there are no standards that I can pull from, so
sometimes it feels like swimming upstream.” Tony Locust agreed, “I am sure there is a lot of
stuff on the internet, but it needs to be backed up by research and fit your population of students.
Do your due diligence and make sure the activities you use are backed up by legitimate
organizations.” Barbara Sycamore wished there were more resources backed up by research for
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high school students. She stated, “I would love if there were extensively researched, specific to
high school-aged student’s informational activities, lessons, wisdom around trauma-informed
and transformative SEL by reputable institutions that I can point to and use.” Overall, data from
participants in this study showed that age appropriate and effective SEL resources are lacking for
secondary educators.
Eighteen of the participants’ opinions were that much of the SEL that is presented in their
classroom was a function of their own lives and experiences with students and a recognition of
their students’ needs. Russ Crabapple, with 12 years of teaching math experience expressed,
“The heart of SEL is relationships and that is something you have to develop on your own.”
Crabapple continued, “Because SEL is so dependent on relationships, and because relationships
are dependent on authenticity, I don’t think you can do a carbon copy lesson on things. You can’t
immediately implement authenticity. You have to tailor it.” Anna Mangrove echoed this
sentiment, “In my classroom, I think it just happens, and I can’t put my finger on where I’m
getting it, I just do it.” Margaret Fir agreed that implementing inclusive SEL at the secondary
level is something that comes naturally and comes through getting to know your students
organically. Fir stated:
It’s just so ingrained in how we teach and how we interact with kids in the classroom. It
is huge to build relationships with myself and my students and between students. We
have done a lot of learning about trauma-informed practices and conversations about
biases that have allowed me to shift and rethink the way I approach my classroom.
Participants in this study recognize that inclusive SEL instruction that is effective for
secondary students who are diverse and those who have experienced trauma is best delivered by
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someone who has organic authenticity and skill when it comes to relating to students and
comfort in presenting their true selves.
Without extensive researched resources for high school students in the realm of SEL,
teachers tended to look toward experts in the building for example colleagues, counselors,
administrators, and the like. “Ask the amazing people you work with,” said Jane Maple. “The
ones that are really good with kids and have good relationships with kids, ask them to be a part
of some of the SEL lessons, or invite them into your room and get feedback.” Russ Crabapple
agreed, “Use the adults in your building as resources.” He encouraged, “Normalize that other
adults will come into your room and other adults will be giving you feedback on culture.” The
responses of the participants were consistent, they encouraged teachers to ask the experts that
they taught with and work to create a sharing environment in their building.
Some of the participants worked in a building where there have been teams of teachers
and/or counselors assembled to try to implement social-emotional content in classrooms
throughout the school. There were several specific teams of people that were mentioned in the
interviews that included the following: “Prevention and Intervention Team,” “Sources of
Strength,” “Peace Circles” and “Boys and Girls Groups.” Skymark Cares Days was a mentioned
example of a whole school tradition created by teachers when they saw a need for the school to
come together in a positive way and do good in their community, as well as get to know each
other on a deeper level. Four of the participants stated their schools have initiated a common
language around the goals of Social-Emotional Learning and character skill building with
“Personal Success Factors” as well as common check-in language for the school walls and as a
common aspect of all classroom discussions. These are all examples of internal approaches to
adding some structure and consistency to school-wide Social-Emotional Learning.
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Thirteen of the participants stated that there was a school-led initiative (not a program),
professional development, or expectation from the school leadership when it came to providing
Social-Emotional Learning in the classroom, including, but not limited to advisory, enrichment
periods, or family meetings, or special events throughout the school year. Tony Locust, who
taught at a school that has 84% of students of color enrolled, stated that the teacher-led advisory
group developed a curriculum and passed it onto the staff. Tony remarked, “We supplement the
curriculum, we follow it and then adjust it based on our students that we have in our advisory
groups and what kind of situations they have going on in their lives.” Jess Sage referenced an
SEL committee at her school that was like Tony’s, “The SEL committee puts together
PowerPoints and the content and materials we need to teach to our advisory group.” Advisory
can be an avenue for SEL content for secondary students for those schools who provide that time
regularly.
For a few of the remaining participants, their building or district adopted an actual SEL
curriculum or resource that their school has implemented, or they are asked to use regularly. The
most frequently referenced programs by the participants in this study were Capturing Kids
Hearts/Change of Heart (www.capturingkidshearts.org, 2021), Owning Up (owningup.online,
2022), Edutopia (www.edutopia.org, 2022), Random Acts of Kindness
(www.randomactsofkindness.org, 2022), Project Adventure (www.pa.org, 2022), and Urban
Advantage (www.urbanadvantagenyc.org, 2022). Books such as Connected and Respected
(Harrison & Breeding, 2007), and Better Than Carrots and Sticks (Smith et al., 2015) were also
mentioned as resources provided by the participants’ schools, along with the CASEL
(CASEL.org) resources and competencies found online. Three participants stated that CASEL’s
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five competencies and online resources about these competencies guided their lesson focus and
activities for the entire school year.
Participants argued throughout this study that the resources provided at their buildings
were geared too much toward elementary school-aged students or that there were appropriate
resources provided, however, the administration needed to be more active in demanding that
teachers make use of them, as many teachers refused to implement them. The latter is the case in
Josie Papaya’s school. Papaya stated, “Administration has the resources and is very
knowledgeable about SEL, but it’s not required that teachers implement them, and it needs to
be.” She continued, “If you are working with a population of children, you have to know how to
work with children, and this means implementing SEL and building relationships.” Participants
throughout this study commented that they were frustrated with colleagues not using resources
that were provided, the resources provided not being age-appropriate, and school administration
not requiring the use of provided resources. These factors all had a negative impact on successful
implementation of inclusive SEL in the classroom.
Inclusive Social-Emotional Learning
Practices for Diverse Learners
The participants had various thoughts and philosophies on what constituted inclusive
SEL for diverse learners which influenced their implementation of social-emotional content in
the classroom. The six categories of inclusive SEL knowledge that developed from the data
included building relationships with students by getting to know them, classroom environment
and its importance in building relationships, being authentic through owning your culture and
background, making sure your own social-emotional well-being is healthy, realizing that it’s not
always easy to teach social-emotional content in a secondary classroom, and checking
assumptions at the door.
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Build Relationships with Students by
Getting to Know Them
All 21 participants agreed and were confident that getting to know students and making a
commitment to having positive relationships with them was the number one aspect of
successfully implementing inclusive SEL content at the secondary level for diverse learners. This
response outnumbered any other response significantly throughout the study. Participants
mentioned that knowing the backgrounds of their students and being cognizant that they are not
all coming from the same environment, social-economic status, or culture plays an important role
in building respect and trust in the classroom. As a result of the work on getting to know
students, eventually, students would be comfortable enough to talk about personal things with a
teacher and in a group of peers. Mary Mahogany, who teaches in a school with 85% students of
color stated:
Start with kids in mind first. They will know that you are establishing an environment of
trust and acceptance. Then build from there. Get to know their cultural background, their
different cultural norms to make sure you are not overstepping boundaries or breaking
trust. Having transparency, honesty, and openness upfront will go a long way in
accomplishing inclusive Social-Emotional Learning at the secondary level.
Jess Sage added, “It is important to realize that not everybody is coming from the same place. Be
cognizant of the economic status of kids. Do not expect them all to have smartphones or access
to the internet.” Getting to know students was key for the participants to not making errors in
teaching SEL to students which could alienate students rather than build relationships. When
teachers knew the backgrounds of their students, they adjusted their teaching to not make these
mistakes.
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Many participants concurred that knowing the backgrounds of the population of students
they were teaching was paramount in achieving inclusive SEL. When teaching a diverse
population of students, not being sensitive to their needs or being aware of their differences
could possibly cause the SEL content to miss the mark. Alexis Acacia, who has over 20 years of
experience said about the importance of this background knowledge, “You need to know the
population of students you are teaching first and foremost, then you will be able to gear the SEL
content more towards various populations that you’re serving.” She added, “Know your
population of students and what is acceptable and not acceptable in their cultures, and the
boundaries that you need to be aware of crossing and not crossing.” The more teachers knew
about their student’s background and perceptions the more likely, participants felt, SEL could be
adjusted to fit their specific population of students and was effective and inclusive.
According to participants, a key aspect of building a trusting environment in the
classroom, one where effective SEL could take place and students feel comfortable and grow in
respect for one another, required that students value the different backgrounds and diverse
cultures of each other. Students and teachers not only learn from one another in these situations,
but students had the opportunity to learn about other students’ backgrounds that are different
from their own, Amy Magnolia stated:
The first step is getting students to recognize that they’re not always going to agree with
how somebody sees or views something. They didn’t grow up the same way that the
person across the room grew up. It’s different and it’s wonderful. Students should
embrace how different they are because they have so much to learn from one another.
Learning to appreciate other students’ backgrounds in the classroom included teachers valuing
and cultivating that environment of cultural capital in the classroom by encouraging the sharing
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of backgrounds and not shutting anyone down. The teachers who were experts at creating a safe
classroom environment in this study were well-versed in making students feel important, never
devalued for their differences, but instead empowered. Tony Locust thought this was the most
important self-work he has done regarding making SEL in his classroom more inclusive. Locust
commented, “Kids coming from different cultural backgrounds are going to have a much
different approach to things than what you may expect or be comfortable with, do not diminish
any of those kids that come in with a different way of looking at things.” Locust continued, “You
have to work with them and not shut them down, do not make the student feel like their belief
systems are inferior to somebody else’s, or they are not as enlightened.” Participants throughout
this study felt that the work to increase students’ awareness of each other’s cultural background
and helping students feel important no matter what their background was crucial in increasing
trust and building relationships with each other as students and with the teacher.
Recognizing cultural differences between all members of the classroom and using these
differences as an aspect to help build relationships before teachers began the academic content
was something the participants of this study pointed to implement effective Social-Emotional
Learning for diverse learners. Academic effort and achievement on the part of the students
increased once the classroom culture of respect was established. Language Arts and Humanities
teacher Anna Mangrove stated:
It’s about knowing your students, and it’s not just about knowing their race or religious
background. It’s more individualistic-recognizing cultural differences and using that as
an aspect to help build relationships before academics and help them become more selfsufficient and more self-motivated learners. You really should get to know them and what
will work for each student. Even within a culture, you can’t say everyone in that culture
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is going to respond the same or to the same things, and I think it’s really more important
to consider each student individually.
For some of our participants, building relationships meant students built their own
empathy and explored their own identity, digging into their own feelings and responses to
adversity while sharing with others and listening to others’ stories. Jen Fern stated that getting to
know students was about “building a foundation and then having the courage to incorporate
some of those more difficult elements, such as race, trauma, assault or violence into classroom
discussions.” Russ Crabapple commented that when building relationships with students he
relied on “a lot of normalizing being different, especially with myself, being gay, day one, that is
something I talked about, I normalized being different in my classroom and that being different
is okay, to not conform.” For others, it was about giving the students their perspective as a
teacher on how they were going to approach SEL content in the classroom. Luna Larkspur gave
her take on the first day she meets students:
I let students know right off the bat the idea of unconditional positive regard on my end,
no matter what, you are welcome and with me in my heart, and in the classroom and that
is unconditional. I will always assume that everything you’re doing is with positive
intent. If you hurt my feelings if you do damage to others, then, we must have that
conversation, but I will always find a way for us to come to a resolution. You’ll never
just be the kids I don’t like, or you’ll never just be kicked out of the classroom and never
invited back, and I don’t hold grudges. I try to make that abundantly clear to students
from day one.
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Alice Kaki stated, “remembering that they are still children, even though they are in high school,
was very important, and we need to not expect perfection from them or expect them to handle
everything at school and home like an adult, they need patience.” She added:
Be patient with students! We are more patient with dogs than people because we assume
dogs are innately good. When the dog is doing something that we don’t want them to do,
we try to figure it out. We need to do that with students, we need to figure out the root of
their behavior, not just say they don’t belong in our school. We need to keep going back
to the drawing board, a million times if necessary, and realize that if a kid hates you, or is
acting out, it is not because of you, it is not personal.
Participants in focus group discussions on the topic of what is important knowledge when
implementing SEL for a group of diverse students echoed the same response of the importance
of getting to know your students. During one such discussion Mary Mahogany said it well when
she stated, “You must know your kids, they have to trust you and if you don’t have that, if you
don’t have a good connection with kids, things don’t work. It isn’t productive.” All of the focus
group participants on this particular date concluded that getting to know your students should be
the priority on any teacher’s list with Judy Hickory summing it up with this sentiment, “You
have to make the commitment to get to know your students and having relationships with them.
When you do that, students will be more open and willing to take a chance on you.” Building
relationships with students contribute to a healthy learning environment stated Barbara
Sycamore:
You must have conversations which means that you must have a really healthy culture in
your classroom that does feel like a community where you establish that you are a person
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of trust and it’s a place for your students to talk to you, and we’re all going to hold each
other accountable and communicate, get to know one another on a more personal level.
Participants from individual and focus group interviews all agreed that getting to know
students built a foundation of understanding and positive relationships. This understanding
created a learning environment that would not exist without getting to know one another
personally.
The Classroom Environment in
Building Relationships
When participants of this study were asked “what does an effective, inclusive classroom
look like?” they gave a variety of advice regarding communication and building relationships
with secondary students, which they felt would increase student participation and engagement.
One piece of advice was to make sure protocols were in place and systems were built for
communication in the classroom, specifically when discussing SEL content. Because students
would be talking about themselves, their personal lives, their feelings, and experiences, these
protocols and systems were important to have ahead of time. When having difficult
conversations or conversations that may cause conflict, these protocols would make discussions
go smoothly and be more productive. For Kayla Spruce, these protocols and systems were, “The
only way that open, organic conversations could take place.” For most of the participants,
systems of communication and protocols helped students navigate difficult conversations.
In Jen Fern’s class, students were given specific ways of working through conflict and
having difficult conversations. “Students, with the expectations and protocols in place, could feel
open to being honest and sharing” stated Fern. Barbara Sycamore agreed with Fern and stated,
“Inclusive SEL meant we could talk about all of our different backgrounds and personal histories
and families of origin.” Sycamore stated that these conversations helped build trust and
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classroom culture, “Knowing this background of others affected how we interpreted the world
around us and how it was received and interpreted by us as individuals.” Sycamore said these
protocols helped students allow for differences, and in her classroom, kids were participating in a
way that felt most comfortable to them, and kids were engaged with the group because they felt
safe. Russ Crabapple has seen participation during his SEL lessons increase when students felt
safe and comfortable. He stated, “The students feel more comfortable talking about difficult
things or showing who they are because you normalize that this is a space where we’re not trying
to conform to what is cool, it becomes more authentic.” Protocols and structures in the classroom
are especially important, according to the participants in this study when SEL content is being
delivered.
When a classroom has positive relationships as a priority with teachers, these connections
and conversations build trust. “Students could come to the teacher when they were struggling”
stated Josie Papaya, a 15-year veteran of Language Arts, “When sharing pieces of themselves, I
felt like being open and honest with them about the struggles I had as a kid or even sometimes
currently helped and was important for them to know that they’re normal and those struggles are
okay and they can get past them.” Anna Mangrove agreed with the importance of a trusting
environment with students, “It is so important for students to know they have someone to talk to
when things come up when they’re in a bad situation that they have a trusted adult that they can
rely on and talk to.” This aspect of SEL is something to celebrate when it happens as a teacher
Mangrove said, “I think having kids come to you with problems and wanting to talk to you about
their lives, whether it’s a problem or something they want to celebrate, they are sharing, being
open, and that’s the goal, it’s amazing!” Participants agreed that each step in building a trusting
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classroom environment with students and getting to know them personally is what education and
teaching are all about.
Just knowing that there is not a hierarchy of anyone being better than other kids in your
classroom is important as well according to 10-year Special Education veteran Tony Locust.
Locust stated, “Inclusive SEL means as a teacher I am trying to keep everybody on the same
level, making sure all kids feel like they are all welcome and they can be supportive of each
other.” Anna Mangrove adds that empathy is a huge piece of students starting to care about and
treat each other well, “Inclusive SEL is kids treating each other with respect and having to solve
problems as they arise, they have differences, and they know how to resolve them with empathy
for one another.” Students have continually proven to Mangrove that they are capable of this
important piece of classroom culture, “We can see them lifting each other up and being kind to
one another, and helping each other, sometimes they astound me in what they pull from the SEL
lessons, that they can disagree and still be friends and it doesn’t mean they have to be
disrespectful.” Jane Maple has witnessed this classroom culture development and commented,
“They start to feel accountable to the classroom family, just the sense that everybody is needed,
and everybody belongs and everybody’s respects and is valued for who they are as individuals.”
This is the goal when building classroom communities and a positive environment for students.
When getting to know students and attempting to build community in the classroom, it is
important to “see” the classroom and pay attention to not only similarities but differences in race
and background between the students and between the teacher and the students. “Most of the
teachers in public schools in the country are white (82%) and female (85%)” offered Barbara
Sycamore, “I think of the filter in which I create lessons (white, female, heterosexual, SES) and
how these filters affect the lessons I choose and the manner in which I teach them, I make sure
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that the lessons are inclusive and not just pertinent to students like me.” Sycamore continued, “I
started out teaching SEL the way it made sense to me and the feedback I got from my students of
color and my students that came from lower SES backgrounds was that it was not their life
experience.” What Sycamore learned from this feedback was that SEL needs to be relevant to
students if it’s going to make sense, and that means to make sure that all backgrounds and filters
can gain from the lessons. According to the majority of participants in this study, when
inclusivity occurs, the classroom environment is conducive to productive Social-Emotional
Learning.
Teacher Authenticity
Participants concurred that another aspect of effective SEL instruction for diverse
secondary students is teacher authenticity: teachers presenting their authentic selves and teaching
authentically to students. Students at the secondary age can read and gauge their teachers’
authenticity more so than elementary students and appreciate it more when teachers are
themselves and own who they are and the mistakes they make in the classroom. Russ Crabapple
believes students appreciate teachers who can be authentic. He summed up what he has learned
in the ten plus years of experience with this sentiment:
You must be comfortable with yourself because if you’re not comfortable with yourself,
or comfortable with the topic of race or culture, kids are going to sniff that out in about
five seconds. If I am not teaching SEL authentically and I haven’t internalized the content
myself, that’s going to come across really, really quickly so you must be comfortable
with yourself and where you are as an adult and if you are not there then you need to take
steps to get there for yourself before you try to implement SEL in the classroom. You
must own your mistakes and own your shortcomings through SEL, and I think you model
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that. I think it shows a level of authenticity that you are invested in this work and it’s
important to you, and I think one apology probably makes up for 10 things you haven’t
done well in class when students know and appreciate you as a person.
Part of being authentic for many educators is owning their own culture and biases, and
for a large percentage of participants, that means owning their whiteness (79% of teachers in the
US currently are white) and femaleness (64% of teachers in the US currently are female), at the
secondary level (nces.ed.gov, 2021) and what possible biases they may have as a result. Special
education teacher Jane Maple commented, “I need to have knowledge of my own sheltered
whiteness. If I am going to learn and be the best teacher I can be, I need to get myself out of this
bubble and listen and learn.” Kayla Spruce felt similarly, “I need to own the fact that I am white,
upper-middle-class, and have different struggles. I need to acknowledge my own limitations and
listen to kids’ stories and believe them and figure out how to help them.” Luna Larkspur was
passionate about authenticity being an important aspect of effective SEL teaching:
Check your culture at the door because your kids might be from a different culture than
you. Being authentic means you know you don’t know everything, let the students know
that you are going to mess up, but also how you are going to handle it and that they’re
going to mess up at times, and here is how it’s going to be handled, and then follow those
very basic respectful human-based rules.
For others, authenticity means teachers owning their own culture and biases means that a
teacher’s own school experience may differ from their students and how they teach may be
perceived differently by the students than intended. Nancy Willow, a four-year veteran,
suggested that teachers need to keep the culture and background of the students in mind, “As
teachers, we teach the way we like to be taught. We teach from our own experiences, and I feel
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like when we do that, it’s kind of like tunnel vision like you are not thinking of who your
audience is and why that kid may not be responsive to you.” This statement addresses the need
for teachers to account for their own background and how it may differ from their students in
order to make SEL meaningful for diverse populations of students. Judy Hickory, who teaches in
an urban school with 65% students of color has learned this over the past 21 years:
Effective SEL means really coming in with some humility about how to partner with our
community- we are a mostly white staff serving a population that’s mostly students of
color- look at it from a realistic perspective with your school, your kids, your families,
your staff, staff deficits, and even administration and then figure out together what works.
During a focus group discussion, the topic of authenticity came up as well. Jess Sage
made the comment, “Authenticity is important. I think that if you’re not doing SEL with fidelity
you’re not doing it authentically. You should not engage in SEL unless you have knowledgeable
staff who recognize the importance of authenticity and want to teach SEL with authenticity.”
This comment speaks to the importance of SEL teaching at the secondary level being taught by
teachers who are on board. “We need to hire the right people for the job,” states Barbara
Sycamore, “people who are committed to restorative practices and we need to make sure that
hired teachers’ values align to the school values and they are authentic when teaching.” When
implementing SEL content to secondary learners, it is important that teachers be their true selves,
and according to the participants, be willing to put themselves in front of their students as such
and work to bring students’ authentic selves out in the open as well.
Teacher’s Social-Emotional
Well-Being
A teacher’s social-emotional well-being was an important factor for consideration when
discussing what effective SEL consists of at the secondary level for diverse learners brought up
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by the participants of this study. Jen Fern stated, “It starts with the teacher’s mindset, work on
yourself first and have a foundation of health and well-being to put out there, then the more
likely you are to have success with your content and being healthy socially and emotionally
makes you a more effective teacher.” Participants referred to a current focus of education, which
is to be mindful of teachers’ mental well-being and offer avenues for teachers to improve their
mindset and mental health. Currently, it is more common for teachers to have help in their
building for handling tough situations and more resources than before from schools and districts
to help with their personal mental health.
Participants stated that when a teacher can be open and honest in the classroom it lends
itself to having an environment where all students feel welcome and safe. Alice Kaki insisted
that teaching social-emotional competencies is not about checking boxes or busywork, that to
truly have academic or Social-Emotional Learning happen in the classroom, everyone’s
emotional well-being must be in a place, “What we are trying to do is push learning to the next
level, and we want to make sure students and teachers feel safe and respected in order to do
that.” Kaki as well as several other participants stated that in order to make faster progress
academically and social-emotionally, teachers and students alike need to feel safe and supported.
For some participants, lack of resources or specific examples of inclusive SEL is not the
problem or reason why SEL at the secondary level is not as prevalent or effective. A few
participants pointed to a lack of buy-in from staff as the biggest obstacle to schoolwide inclusive
SEL instruction being implemented. “Resources aren’t even the biggest obstacle” Barbara
Sycamore explains, “Buy-in from staff is, especially since they have gone through trauma too.”
Sycamore continued:
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Step one should be Social-Emotional Learning geared for teachers, their own selfawareness, self-management, relationship skills, and their own trauma management and
how it might be impacting the choices that they make and their behavior in their own
lives and in their classrooms, how they respond to and treat kids.
Sycamore felt like social and emotional professional learning for teachers would
contribute to improving the overall school climate and culture and give teachers the know-how
and buy-in to provide social-emotional lessons in their own classroom. When she addressed the
lack of staff buy-in, Amy Magnolia went so far to say that teacher evaluations should have an
SEL component, “I have been of the opinion that if this is going to work, it’s almost to the point
where it needs to be part of our evaluations, honestly, it needs to be part of how we are evaluated
yearly and through walkthrough data.” Other participants agreed with Magnolia and felt that
having positive relationships with students and implementing SEL components in the classroom
according to school expectations should be on the teacher evaluation rubric.
Focus group discussions went a bit off course with this question but did land on staff
being able to have real conversations with one another and being honest with themselves about
equity and bias. Jude Walnut commented:
The most meaningful equity experiences I have had were from those one-on-one
conversations where people are being vulnerable and reflecting on where some of their
beliefs, values, and thoughts come from. It’s about a mindset of openness and community
and learning in and all those things. We don’t really get anywhere unless we have those
meaningful reflections. Just being really committed to ongoing self-work and selfreflection is a really important component in rolling out teaching diverse groups of
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students in a meaningful way that transforms schools, builds community, and builds
safety for kids.
Teacher self-care and social-emotional well-being as well as their willingness to be open
in conversation with their students was a frequent answer by participants as an important aspect
of implementing inclusive SEL in the secondary classroom. Several participants mentioned that
post-pandemic and social-justice movement classrooms would be best served by teachers who
have resources provided to them to maintain their social-emotional well-being.
Teaching Social-Emotional Learning
is Not Always Easy
Many participants agreed that, at the secondary level especially where curricula and
resources such as time are lacking, it is more difficult to establish a consistent practice of SEL
instruction. Along with these barriers, oftentimes administration and the community pressure
teachers to focus more on their content area and meeting academic content standards than on the
social-emotional well-being of their students. Keeping this realization in mind when working
with diverse students with whom you are implementing Social-Emotional Learning is important.
Barbara Sycamore, a social studies teacher of twelve years, encouraged those trying to bring SEL
into the secondary classroom stating:
Know that it’s going to be difficult and will be met with some pushback and that you
have to keep going because it’s worth it and the kids need it and the kids will respond in
the positive. Most pushback is from parents and the community who say it is not real
school, while my kids say it’s the most important thing they have learned in school. My
advice is to keep pushing, but you must have something with teeth that is meaningful and
well-researched. You have to prove what you are doing; the time you’re spending in the
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classes that you are teaching or the activities that you’re doing in your regular classes
does matter and is real.
Research provided earlier in this publication has spoken to the importance of SocialEmotional Learning in the secondary classroom, that it is not one more thing on the teacher’s
plate, but is in fact, the plate (Oberle et al., 2016). Carl Mulberry stated he, “firmly believed this
and that teachers must understand what they are getting into when they make the commitment to
bring SEL into their classroom and fight the good fight, that it is what is best for students.”
Community members and administration need not look far into how effective SEL can impact a
classroom. Mulberry stated that when he put consistent SEL in place, “It was like a new
classroom entirely, one where students trusted each other and me, and learning could take place
at a faster pace, it’s worth the fight against the pushback about time, standards, and content.”
Participants voiced that the sometimes tough road to implementing SEL for diverse students is
worth it. The time and effort it takes to implement have a big payoff in the end, one where
classroom management is replaced with relationships and accelerated growth academically.
Check Assumptions
The participants in this study mentioned that teachers at the secondary level who want
effective, inclusive SEL implementation need to check any assumptions they may have when
teaching diverse populations of students. When teaching in a school where at least 85% of the
students are students of color, 54-year teaching veteran Tyra Kentia stated, “It is important to be
wary of the assumptions that you might make that your students were raised like you were, times
are very different now and their experiences were not like your experiences, do not assume you
know what they are going through.” Language Arts teacher Amy Magnolia stated, “the job of a
teacher is to set the expectations in your classroom about how to treat each other and to create a
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safe space, free of assumptions” she continued, “I don’t teach tolerance in my classroom, I teach
acceptance.” Amy followed this by saying, “you have to have an awareness of the assumptions
you make about people and be willing to learn about them and let those assumptions go.” Jen
Fern who has 13 years of teaching experience summed up her interpretation of diversity in the
classroom and teaching effective SEL at the secondary level:
Engage students in becoming autonomous and independent, empowered and able to
express themselves. Everybody knows about race, it’s how we respond to it and learn
from it, it’s not just about tolerance, it’s about actual relationships and learning about the
differences and celebrating them instead of talking about them like they’re bad kids.
Students don’t have enough exposure to people unlike them at school and need to value
all experiences (weekend at Aspen vs. babysitting siblings), treat all backgrounds and
experiences equally and show they all have value, realize that you are given many
challenges, and also have many benefits from a more diverse group of classmates.
During focus group discussions Nancy Willow shared that teachers should, “Make a
commitment to know your students before you have expectations and don’t have assumptions.”
She went on to say, “Check yourself at the door, ask yourself, ‘how do I present myself to others
based on my experiences?’ Be aware that it should be about building the fabric of your
classroom first, content second. Maybe the kids are the content.” Getting to know students on a
personal level can help get rid of assumptions teachers and classmates have had in the past
according to the focus group discussion.
In the same discussion, the topic of knowing cultural norms as an important aspect in
teaching SEL to diverse students came up. Russ Crabapple stated, “I’m always learning from my
students more about their backgrounds and their different cultures.” He continued, “To know
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about the culture of my students really helps me connect with students, some of whom have
different norms. You need to be willing to accept all the different cultural norms and make
everyone feel part of the mix.” Working toward understanding cultural norms is important to
keep in mind when making classroom expectations. Carl Mulberry stated, “It is so important to
learn and be mindful of cultural norms and be culturally responsive when making expectations
for students, such as making students look you in the eye.” The more a teacher can be aware of
and sensitive to cultural norms in a diverse classroom, the easier it will be to build trusting
relationships according to most participants.
The advice the participants offered about not making assumptions included not making
assumptions about students’ background or culture, upbringing, behavior, or that every student
has something they need help with or need to share. Amy Magnolia shared, “do not assume you
know what is going on as a teacher, what every single student in your classroom is going through
because that’s never going to happen.” You can and should attempt to get to know them first to
avoid assumptions and build trust. Judy Walnut stated, “you should not make assumptions about
who they are.” Walnut continued, “get to know them first and avoid cultural assumptions, we
have all made those, when you make mistakes like that, teachers need to be able to humbly admit
it and grow in front of the students.” Teachers should also not assume that every student has
something traumatic to share during SEL or needs help, or that all kids from a minority
background have experienced trauma. “These types of assumptions will damage the progress
made and trust in the student-teacher relationship and harm the process of Social-Emotional
Learning” warned Anna Mangrove. Making assumptions about a students’ background, family,
households, or learning abilities have a high chance of damaging the process of Social-Emotional
Learning and building relationships with students according to participants.
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Participants in this study were clear in answering what knowledge is important for any
secondary teacher who has a diverse population in their classroom. The five categories that
developed from the data included building relationships with students by getting to know them,
the classroom environment is important in building relationships, being authentic through
owning your own culture and background, making sure your own social-emotional well-being is
healthy, realizing that it’s not always easy, and checking your assumptions at the door. Next, we
will continue to explore what knowledge is necessary for teaching effective and inclusive
secondary SEL. We will be looking into knowledge important for teaching students who have
experienced trauma.
Inclusive Social-Emotional Practices for Students
Who Have Experienced Trauma
Throughout all 21 interviews, the participants consistently referred to the following as
important aspects of inclusive SEL practices for students who have experienced trauma, being
able to recognize signs of trauma and knowing how to help students who have had trauma;
having sensitivity to those who have experienced trauma; being available, authentic, personable,
and having relationships with students; and being comfortable sharing your own trauma when
appropriate. These four categories will be further explored in this section.
Recognizing Signs of Trauma
Regarding the expertise of the participants in the study around Social-Emotional
Learning, many of them were well-versed in recognizing the signs of trauma and trained in how
to teach in a classroom where students had adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). Some of the
participants had professional training in trauma-informed practices they either participated in on
their own or were provided through their building or district. “Teachers need to know what the
ACEs are, what the ACE scale is, and the research around ACEs and what they do to the brain”
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stated Jess Sage during a focus group discussion. She continued, “There are really specific things
that happen when a person has been through something traumatic, which affects how they learn,
how they respond, and their emotional regulations.” Sage encouraged training on the part of the
school for teachers, “Extensive training is needed in those two areas, ACE’s and how the brain
responds to trauma, specifically the adolescent brain, and how trauma might affect their ability to
learn and ultimately their behavior.” Only a third of the participants in this study teach in a
district that offers training on ACEs or trauma-informed practices.
There was no hesitation on the part of the participants on what was necessary when
teaching students who have experienced trauma effective SEL. Nineteen of the twenty-one
participants stated that knowing and recognizing the signs of trauma and the steps to take to help
students who have experienced trauma was the number one aspect of inclusive SEL
implementation. “There needs to be more than just a 10-minute component of trauma training at
the beginning of a staff meeting” urged Nancy Willow to her focus group, “Teachers need to
actually have a proper understanding of how any level of trauma can manifest in a human being
and how it can show up in the classroom.” She finished her sentiment by stating, “Things that
teachers do with love and intentionality can sometimes inadvertently harm children.” With
proper trauma training, participants felt that students would be less likely to be harmed
inadvertently and teachers would have the know-how to handle students who may be triggered
by any SEL content the teacher provided.
Several of the participants mentioned that professional development, support staff, and
trauma-informed practices should be the norm at any secondary school. Jen Fern advocated for
trauma professional development, “There needs to be an extra layer of professional development,
teachers need to learn different trauma responses and be provided training in recognizing when a

123
student is acting out and how to de-escalate the situation, especially if that student has
experienced trauma.” Fern added, “Enlist support staff and put processes in place to ensure
everyone who needs to have the knowledge and can facilitate next steps to get the student help
when needed.” This training and recognition of trauma are especially important when teaching
SEL in the classroom where students may be triggered. To avoid inflicting more trauma Barbara
Sycamore implored:
You must be trauma-informed. If you don’t know the psychological components of
trauma or post-traumatic stress disorder and try to teach SEL, you’re going to be doing
more damage. Know how trauma affects the brain and what all kids who have been
through trauma need in order to go forward with SEL. You are responsible for that if
you’re going to try to teach SEL.
One aspect of being trauma-informed, stated Russ Crabapple, was to state your intentions
before any social-emotional activity in the classroom. He encouraged, “Think before the lesson,
‘what could go wrong here?’ Sometimes, that problem is solved by stating to the students, ‘Hey,
this is my intention, I understand that this could be tough for folks, just know that this is how we
are doing it.’” Alexis Acacia stated that being mindful that we have all experienced trauma at
some point in our lives is important when teaching SEL. She commented:
Every student has had one or more ACEs at my school or been through trauma at
different levels, teachers need to be sensitive to this. Trauma hits the heart, and anything
that hits the heart makes it more impactful, powerful, and meaningful. This pandemic has
been traumatic for many, and students are struggling to deal with their emotions and
learning how to communicate again after social isolation. In this next school year, we
need to address this and fill their buckets.
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Trauma can be a tricky aspect in a student’s background to address, and teachers are
generally not trained in trauma-informed practices and are not mental health experts, therefore
good intentions can be triggering for students. Jane Maple discussed this aspect in her interview,
stating, “You are going to see a lot of different behavior as a result of trauma, and you can’t take
it personally because these kids are just protecting themselves, their heart and souls.” At the
secondary level, students have a different set of challenges when it comes to emotions and
showing vulnerability in front of others. Maple sees this in her students, “Kids act out of selfpreservation and will do anything to save face, they don’t want anyone to see that they are
vulnerable, they’d rather somebody think they are tough than to know they are really fighting to
be here and be okay.” Secondary students’ hesitancy to show their vulnerability is what
participants stated made trauma-informed teaching a challenge, but when you do it correctly and
students learn to trust the teacher, the payoff is worth it.
Participants stated several possible sources of trauma could exist in the classroom and in
any student’s background. Any student coming to school that day, or any day, may have been
traumatic because their source of trauma exists in the school. A student’s home life could be the
source of trauma as well. Several participants stated that being empathetic to what goes on in the
students’ lives or what may have happened in the past as being an important aspect of building
relationships with students. Knowing their past trauma may be contributing to how that student is
behaving, is key to being able to implement effective SEL in the classroom as well as teachers
having positive relationships with students.
According to the participants, it is important that teachers recognize the signs of trauma
and know some steps to helping students when there is a reaction, or they are triggered in
response to the SEL content that is being taught in the classroom. Along with teachers being

125
mindful that most, if not all, of their students have experienced trauma and may have a traumatic
home life, stating their intentions and walking students out of the activities can help build trust
and give students tools for dealing with their trauma. It is important also for teachers to not push
too hard and when students react to ask for help when necessary. Being patient and working
slowly to build that trust with students is something the participant’s highlight as an important
aspect of effective SEL for students who have experienced trauma. As with many other topics,
teachers would benefit from some specific professional development in trauma-informed
practices they can utilize in their classroom.
Sensitivity For Students Who
Have Experienced Trauma
The secondary school teachers who were interviewed for this study have learned
throughout years of SEL instruction that it is important to practice sensitivity towards students
who have experienced trauma. Even if you are not sure of what students have or have not
experienced trauma, or what type of trauma, each time topics come up that may be triggering,
peers and teachers alike need to know how to handle these discussions with preventative care. As
Language Arts teacher Jen Fern, who teaches in a school with 66% students of color and what
she guesses as close to 100% of students who have experienced trauma stated, “For students who
haven’t experienced trauma, it’s important to make them aware of other people’s experiences
and build the foundation about the appropriate terms to use and build norms around how to talk
about sensitive topics.” She continued, “Have interventions in place that are different for
students who aren’t responding to the general curriculum, or are having a particularly hard day,
enlist support staff and make sure peers are reacting appropriately.” In diverse classrooms, where
trauma is more prevalent, at times the students have the experience and know-how to address the
issues and what types of discussions and learning need to take place.
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All the teachers who participated in this study showed empathy and compassion when
discussing students in their classes that have had traumatic experiences in their background.
Margaret Fir admitted that it is hard to know what students are experiencing at home, “You don’t
always know what experiences or about what is going on in our student’s home lives. They could
have 100% experienced trauma that same day and it’s important to keep in mind you don’t
always know.” Tyra Kentia added “We just don’t know, some of my students have been around
when bullets have been flying. I assume that everybody’s been traumatized and then do work to
let kids know they are not alone, then they are very comfortable talking about their trauma.” Jude
Walnut, a 31-year veteran English teacher said, “On any given day, a student could have a
traumatic morning. The training needs to be ‘do you have your eyes open as a teacher, are you
tuning into your kids?’” Participants stated that a step in the right direction is the awareness that
you may not know about a student’s home life or school-induced trauma. The best way to move
forward, according to many of the interviewees, is to treat each student with care because they
more than likely have had some sort of trauma in their lives.
Amy Magnolia stated that an additional piece of trauma-informed SEL content teaching
is giving students an out or pass to either not participate in certain activities or take breaks when
things are triggering or intense, she shared, “if the activity is upsetting, students can leave the
room or take a break.” Magnolia also stated that it is important that you do not end and say goodbye without some closure and walking out of the activity, “I am not just throwing this heavy
topic out and then saying ‘bye-have a good day,’ we are coming back together and we’re closing
it up, walking out of it together and making sure we are there for each other.” Alice Kaki is
aware of this aspect of trauma-informed teaching along with students need for help in that
moment:
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Whatever is going on in life stops because you are focused on the trauma. Students are
going to try and cover up their lacking skills and save face. Students with extreme trauma
don’t respond as quickly as others who haven’t, it takes a long time. Openly discussing
this and perhaps having someone else stepping in and having conversations because it has
to be dealt with in the moment, something happens, you deal with it right then, if there is
an opening, take it, because it is not something you can push.
Being sensitive to the different home lives and backgrounds of students in the classroom
falls into the category of knowledge important for SEL at the secondary level to be effective for
diverse learners as well as those who have experienced trauma. Social studies and AVID teacher
Luna Larkspur advised, “Watch out for the activity, ‘how was your break,’ a student could have
been starving over break or not gotten any presents, or summer might have been spent in the
field with their parents and they may not want to share.” She continued, “THINK when you are
trying to build relationships, every student should feel comfortable answering questions without
worrying about being triggered about an event or that they are saying something about their
background that they are uncomfortable talking about.” Participants stated that thinking about
the activity ahead of time and the ways in which it could go wrong for students who have
experienced trauma could be helpful in heading off issues. This is part of being sensitive to
students’ background and the fact many of them have experienced trauma.
Giving the option to pass when teaching activities is important in any SEL situation, as
you do not want to force students to share things when they are not ready, participants warned.
However, we can’t be afraid of addressing tough issues, says Josie Papaya, “Let the students
know what topic is going to be discussed and if the students feel uncomfortable, have an
alternative assignment or subject available.” Papaya continued, “If the activity is really heavy,
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preface it with writing privately, and then they have an outlet to release their thoughts, only those
who want to will share with the group. Even the students who don’t share will benefit from the
activity and relate to someone who has shared.” Many participants stated the option to pass or an
alternative way to communicate during an activity can help students become more trusting of
SEL content and activities. Several participants felt that students can be anxious and decide they
do not want to participate ahead of time and miss out on the progress if they are being forced to
share and when given the option, more students begin to share as the semester progresses.
Be Available, Authentic, and
Personable
Similar to knowledge important to have when implementing SEL at the secondary level
to a diverse group of students, participants for this study pointed to being available emotionally,
authentic and personable as aspects of important knowledge to have when implementing SEL at
the secondary level to students who have experienced trauma. Participants stated that being
emotionally available to students, being authentic such as admitting when you are wrong will
empower students and cultivate student identity and connections. Jess Sage said, “I think
students who have experienced trauma just need to have that authentic connection to people
around them and know that people are going to support them.” Participants agreed that when
students have this connection and trust, they begin to share more about themselves.
In order to truly be effective in teaching SEL to secondary students who have
experienced trauma, participants stated that teachers need to be authentic and teach from the
heart. “Always come from the heart” Anna Mangrove encouraged, “Students can smell phony a
mile away, you need to make it work for yourself and adjust activities to your own style and
personality.” Mary Mahogany, who taught in a school where she believed at least 75% of the
students have experienced some sort of trauma had this to say:
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Start with who they are and what things they could have gone through, you don’t want to
inflict more trauma in your trauma-based education. Really getting to know not only what
the students have gone through, but who they are as a result and how they process that
trauma is incredibly important before doing anything with it. That is one of the
challenges, especially when piecing resources together, is finding out what is best for
your particular group of students based on the level and types of trauma experienced by
your kids.
Being emotionally available, authentic, and personable may not come easy to all
educators. However, most educators choose education as a career because they care about
students and want to have those positive connections according to many of the participants in
this study. “I think one of the things that all teachers should reflect on before they go in front of a
class, is their own filters and their own perspectives and personal histories” stated Jess Sage
during a focus group discussion, “We should reflect on these and how they might be informing
how we teach and how students respond. Those filters are going to affect how the students hear
what you’re saying.” Participants in this focus group discussion agreed that adjusting to your
populations of students to be more authentic and personable, even different classes and their
personalities, will go far in providing effective SEL instruction.
Sharing Your Own Trauma
Participants disagreed about whether sharing personal trauma as a secondary teacher with
students was a way to have effective and inclusive SEL implementation in the classroom. Those
who were in favor of sharing past trauma on the part of the teacher stated that it was a necessary
step in being emotionally available to students, authentic, and a way to establish healthy
relationships. Participants who were against sharing personal trauma warned that it could blur the
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boundary between student and teacher and to be wary. What was agreed upon by the majority of
the participants was that as a secondary teacher who is teaching SEL to students who have
experienced trauma, it is important to know your own triggers, your own past, and look in the
mirror and make sure you are at a place where you can implement the activities with fidelity and
be able to help the students where they are and be able to monitor your own reactions. Judy
Hickory encouraged teachers, “Go through your own experiences in school, your own trauma,
your own triggers, prior to trying to help anybody else or grow anybody else. You have to be
able to be at a good place in order to help others.” Participants thought that knowing yourself and
where you are in your personal life can help gauge what is appropriate to share with students.
Teachers may or may not realize that their own trauma they experienced could have an
impact on their teaching. “Teachers have to be willing to admit that they could most likely be a
part of the problem and whether that’s the fact they are triggering trauma in their students or not
dealing with their own trauma appropriately” commented Jane Maple during a focus group
discussion, “Thinking about what you as the adult are bringing as far as energy and attitude is
important. If you are not willing to address your own trauma, it’s going to be hard to push kids to
critically address their own issues.” Participants also agreed that there is a professional aspect to
being a teacher where it would be inappropriate to share personal trauma or let personal trauma
interfere with helping students. Teachers who are trained in this area know where that boundary
is and what is appropriate to share with students.
What Not to Do When Teaching Social-Emotional
Learning at the Secondary Level
In response to the question about what not to do when attempting to implement effective
and inclusive SEL with secondary learners, the participants answered in regard to diverse
students and students who have experienced trauma. Five categories emerged from the data
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answering this question. Throughout the 21 interviews, the participants mentioned not to force
SEL content; not to be impatient; not ignoring them or dismissing them; not saying “it could be
worse”; and not infantilizing it or being inauthentic.
Do Not Force Social-Emotional
Learning Content
For teachers to successfully implement activities that are social-emotional in nature and
make connections with students, it is important to know how to handle the situations that arise
from this undertaking. It is important to engage, not turn away students. Mary Mahogany
cautioned, “Do not start too heavy, too fast.” “To force SEL content implementation is a
mistake” according to Alexis Acacia, “especially when you have diverse students and students
who have experienced trauma in your care.” Acacia implored; “Do not push too much, too fast,
you will get a lot of pushback. You have to sell it in a small way and start with individuals.”
When teaching social-emotional topics, it can be easy to trigger students or try to force students
to participate, both results can be detrimental to your relationships with students and make them
wary of participating in the future, halting the social-emotional progress. Barbara Sycamore
commented:
Don’t force it, SEL is not something you can force. Not all of them are ready for it
emotionally or psychologically and may not have the maturity or brain development
necessary. There are things they are not capable of or ready for, so give them the choice,
make sure they know that this deeply personal content, this kind of deeply personal,
introspective, individual work is a choice that they make every day. Some days they can’t
do it, and that’s okay.
Anna Mangrove agrees with the sentiment of not forcing it and added, “Don’t force them to
share, don’t force everyone to speak, let them stay quiet, adjust and give them alternatives to
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sharing their thoughts or processing the information.” Once again, the suggestion of alternative
ways of sharing for students can be an avenue for developing a connection. This could mean
taking notes individually or showing the class videos or having one-on-one conversations,
something that helps ease the anxiety of having to share with the group.
Alice Kaki mentioned one of the dangers of forcing SEL participation on students.
“Know what is a trigger to kids and make sure you do not trigger them if possible.” She added,
“If you are going to do an activity that might trigger students, you have to support them through
it, do not force them, and have a way to walk them out of it.” Participants stated that teachers
should always have a plan for when students are triggered with support outside of the classroom,
but the best way to avoid this scenario is to go slow and not force students to share.
Do Not Be Impatient
A concept like not pushing or forcing SEL lessons is to be patient with students as you
present SEL content and not give up. Jane Maple had this to say about social-emotional
implementation and having patience, “Some of the best relationships take months, even years to
develop. Teachers must have patience and persevere, knowing that it may seem like two steps
forward, one step back. Don’t push, kids will push back because they have been hurt so horribly
and trusting you is scary.” Amy Magnolia stated similar advice, “You need to be mindful, you
need to be patient, know that it’s also not something you just dive into, you have to have built
those relationships with your students if you expect anything SEL-related to work, to grow.”
Some participants spoke about how these relationships may come to fruition after the student is
no longer in your class. Some students will not realize the importance of the content until well
after being presented it in the classroom.
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Part of being patient and building trust through time according to participants is to not go
in with an agenda, but just accept students where they are. “Most kids we encounter want to be
loved and believed in,” Jane Maple stated, “They want to be supported and successful at
overcoming the results of whatever traumatic experiences that they’ve been through and earn
trust.” Having goals, not agendas is the key, stated Russ Crabapple, “Teachers need to come
from the perspective of listening, not directing. Slowly you will get to the point of having
meaningful discussions instead of following an agenda.” He has experienced this in his
classroom and encouraged others, “Have goals, like where you want to be at the end of the class
as a group and how you get to that point. The goal might be to have a difficult discussion that
students may have disagreements on, but by the end of the class they agree to disagree, but in a
respectful way.” Participants felt that little steps in the right direction can add up in the end to
better discussions and relationships built on respect. Students and teachers should be able to have
different views and opinions, but the classroom needed to have love and support for all.
Participants agreed that, in the end, it was about progress and development of
relationships, not forcing or pushing which can do more damage. To build these relationships
takes patience and persistence, stated Carl Mulberry, “Do not try something once and then give
up, it is going to take practice for yourself, practice for your students to feel comfortable, don’t
be afraid, be bought in, and really invest in the process.” Participants agreed that once students
see you are committed and know the goal, they are much more likely to be bought into the
process.
Do Not Ignore or Dismiss Students
One behavior that participants warned repeatedly throughout the interviews to not do was
ignore or dismiss what students have shared or are going through. Participants stated more than
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once that students’ voice is important during social-emotional activities and discussions that it
would be counter-intuitive to glaze over them or make their contributions seem less valued than
others. If something is shared during a discussion that is of concern, it is important to not only
value their voice but to follow up with them when necessary. Jess Sage cautioned, “Shutting a
student down when they’re trying to voice how they feel or what they’ve been through or what
they have experienced can be disastrous to the relationship and trust that has been built.” Jude
Walnut agreed during a focus group discussion on the topic, “Not giving the students a chance to
talk and putting your opinion out there if they are trying to talk is one of the worst things you can
do. Get off your soapbox, stop interrupting, stop giving input, and listen.” It does not pay to try
and compare trauma or compete with students for audience time participants said. It is about the
students and what they need, so following up on any concerning stories told and helping the
student is paramount.
Instead, teachers should consider empowering the voices in the room. Robert Cypress
encouraged teachers, “Really think about being empowering to all the voices in the room to lead
the discussion, and then you’re really there as a moderator, to encourage.” If something sensitive
is shared or concerning Cypress continued, “Pay attention, if you can address an issue right then,
escort your student down and have them talk to the counselor right away. This is important, you
are showing the student their issue is important, so that’s the number one thing for that child,
period.” Participants all felt that the skill of knowing how to empower students and students
feeling like their issues are important was part of the process of becoming knowledgeable and
competent at delivering inclusive SEL instruction to secondary students.
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Do Not Say “It Could Be Worse”
One of the most detrimental things a teacher of SEL could say to a student who has
shared their experience is to say, “it could be worse!” It is not helpful, says eight of the
participants in this study. Alice Kaki, a special education math teacher said it also doesn’t help to
make it about you as the teacher or get into power struggles, “There should be no power
struggles or one-upping during SEL instruction. Do not make it about you, the teacher. It is a big
mistake.” This diminishes the students’ experience and brings the teachers’ views or experience
into the situation.
Placating the situation could possibly make the student feel less and damage the
relationship, causing the student to not want to share in the future. “Do not placate the situation
and say everything is going to be okay” instructed Jess Sage. She suggested that the teacher
instead, “Allow students to tell you where they are, how they feel, and what they’ve
experienced.” Also, of importance in social-emotional instruction according to Sage is to,
“Allow them to trust you enough to talk about and not invalidate their experience and not placate
them. Just allow them to be open and honest with you.” Sage, along with other participants stated
that this skill of talking students through their situation is something that comes with time and
dealing with many students over the year. Participants encouraged teachers not to say that
everything will work out as they are not always correct in that assumption.
Saying “I understand” came up in the focus groups discussions as a harmful way to
respond to students with trauma. Carl Mulberry said, “saying ‘I understand’ is something I try
hard not to say. They are thinking ‘you have no idea, you don’t understand’ instead. It feels
defeating to the student.” Carl suggested saying, “You know what, I don’t know what it’s like to
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be in your shoes right now, tell me, help me understand what this is like for you.” This will give
the student the chance to explain.
Do Not Infantilize Social Leaning
Emotional Content
According to participants, there are many more resources and programs available for
elementary school-aged students in SEL than for secondary students. It is a mistake for teachers
to get caught up in these resources and they can miss the mark with the secondary student.
Barbara Sycamore warned, “Do not infantilize SEL instruction at the secondary level” she went
on to clarify, “You are going to find tons of stuff for little kids and this is not appropriate for
secondary students, they want to be treated like adults, don’t do anything cutesy or designed for
elementary kids, it will backfire.” Many of the participants stated that it is easy to get caught up
in the resources for elementary students instead of tailoring them to secondary students. One
piece of advice given by multiple participants is to ask students to respond to activities and how
they made them feel. Students will be honest if they felt babied or that the activity was too
elementary.
If teachers do present material more geared for elementary students, secondary students
could see this as being inauthentic, especially if the teacher is forced to present the material in a
way different from their personality. Luna Larkspur stated, “Do not be inauthentic, kids figure
this out immediately. You have to find a way to make it authentic to you, even if it is as simple
as saying to your students, I may not ask you how you’re doing every day, but I do hold all of
you in my heart and in my highest regard, just know that I’m always rooting for you and I want
you to do well in my class.” If teachers are willing to put themselves out there as Larkspur
suggested, it does help the students relate to the teacher more, as the teacher is being real and
stating how they are uncomfortable as well with some of the SEL content. Larkspur encouraged
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teachers, “Whether you’re the bubbly teacher or the reserved teacher or you’re uncomfortable
talking about feelings, find a way to make it authentic.” That could be as simple as the teacher
stating that they are uncomfortable but are willing to try for the students according to
participants.
Russ Crabapple agreed that making SEL authentic helps students relate to you as the
teacher, especially if you own your own background and privilege or lack thereof stating, “Kids
could relate to me as a teacher in a different way rather than just being a cis-gendered white
male” which he stated is important for marginalized groups, “A really important thing to
consider when you’re working with marginalized groups owning your privilege, but also owning
how you might be marginalized yourself and making sure you own where you have experienced
privilege and celebrating where you don’t.” If a teacher is unwilling to own their own
background or privilege, participants of this study felt that this could be a roadblock to building
strong relationships. Privilege is something participants say is obvious to the students but needs
to be owned by the teacher.
In order to implement inclusive SEL at the secondary level, it is important to have
knowledge of what not to do as well as what to do. In the previous section, participants clarified
things that a secondary educator should not do when trying to implement effective SEL at the
secondary level to students of diverse backgrounds as well as those who have experienced
trauma. In keeping these things in mind of what not to do, teachers can avoid taking steps back in
the process of building relationships and avoid causing more emotional damage to students.
While interviewing the various teachers from across districts from secondary schools,
specific examples of inclusive SEL were given that participants reported as successful.
Participants were generous in offering up specific examples of inclusive SEL and many stated
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that these activities were done on a regular basis in their classrooms and student engagement was
very high. Appendix F shows a comprehensive list of the examples given by participants and
matches their examples with CASEL’s five competencies. Some examples were specific
activities or books that can be used, some were activities that increase communication between
students and help students and teachers get to know one another, and some examples worked to
give students more of a voice in the classroom and provided the students with the feeling that
they matter and relationships matter.
Administrative Support of Secondary SocialEmotional Content Instruction
According to most participants in this study, one of the crucial aspects of successfully
implementing SEL at the secondary level for diverse populations of students and students who
have experienced trauma was to have the support of the school leaders. “It starts at the top with
leadership, the leadership has to be on board and trust us” stated Nancy Willow, “We need to
work together for the betterment of the students, period, so my answer is that leadership has to be
on board, everybody has to get in the paradigm of understanding differences and collaborative
support of the SEL initiative.” Administrative support was mentioned numerous times in
interview data as a crucial piece of the puzzle, however, it was important to ask a follow-up
question about what that support looks like for teachers.
Participants had a variety of answers about what that support from the administration
would look like for them. For some such as Jude Walnut, it meant, “leaving me alone, trusting
me to do my job.” She stated that the administration should, “know that I am doing my job as a
teacher and assume positive intentions.” Anna Mangrove felt similar, “Just trusting me as a
professional to do my job really is the best support I can ask for.” During the focus group
discussion, Nancy Willow mentioned:
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The administration should not be about clipboards and being content standard evaluators.
They are the keystones to this whole thing and should trust you to take care of kids. You
can’t take care of kids when you’re hyper-aware and hypervigilant about your own back
all the time. That piece must stop so that we can take care of kids appropriately.
For other participants, administrative support of SEL in the classroom looked like open
support of building wide SEL initiatives and implementation as well as providing training in SEL
for all professionals who work with students. Luna Larkspur implored the administration, “Find
the expert, find a curriculum, find something! Give them day one to teachers, especially new
teachers and say, this is what we expect, here is what we are going to be looking for when we are
in the classroom, have it on the walkthrough form, a part of evaluations.” Alexis Acacia
concurred, “Why not grow it and share? Provide teachers with the tools, and they can pick and
choose what tools they use and what’s going to work for them. Ask what teachers do in the
classroom and give incentives to teachers for more buy-in.” The consensus among participants
was that secondary SEL implementation was reliant not just on individual teachers who were
already on board but leadership that was behind getting SEL in all classrooms and implemented
by all teachers.
Participants across all interviews stated they wanted more professional development and
work around how to provide SEL in their classrooms. Jen Fern stated, “A body of knowledge
should be available to staff, a running list of activities, a menu of different options to do to build
culture. Make these resources accessible to the staff so they don’t feel like they have to do
everything themselves.” Russ Crabapple said the administration has to be a model of support,
“Make sure the resources they are giving us are meaningful and be willing to cover a class so
teachers can observe others providing good SEL.” Carl Mulberry agreed good communication
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and trust need to be modeled, “Be willing to listen to your staff, they know more than what
administration knows about what the needs are, and they have administrations best interest at
heart because those teachers want the kids to be happy, and the families to be happy, and they
want the school to succeed.” With more teachers willing to implement SEL as a result of positive
leadership, the students would benefit. It is a multi-step process, not just administration
providing resources, but also stating they are behind SEL in the classroom and like to see it
happening in classrooms.
During a focus group discussion, Barbara Sycamore stated that administration support
means administration being able to say, “We need to be doing more with the whole child or we
need a more specific SEL curriculum, or we need to have staff data or surveys to capture how
kids are feeling here.” She continued, “Then they need to support meeting the needs that the
students and staff are saying they have. It comes down to seeing the big picture and
administrative teams advocating for the real needs of teachers and of kids.” There was a balance
between supporting the academics that needed to happen in the classroom and what teachers
were providing socially and emotionally for those academic goals to be met. “I think the
administration team needs to be the buffer between district goals and what teachers in the room
are actually doing” stated Jude Walnut, “Administration needs to show that there is trust and
faith in the SEL activities, that these will help students with the academia and coping with
situations, it impacts the culture and whether kids feel safe being there.” Administration can
support academic goals by supporting SEL content throughout their schools and across different
content areas.
School administration was tasked with some tough initiatives by participants in this
study. Administration teams needed to support the SEL that was happening in classrooms and
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trust the teachers, provide professional development and resources for all staff (specifically new
teachers), make sure SEL was a consistent expectation building-wide and ensure staff buy-in, be
a buffer between the building implementation of SEL and content and district goals and make
sure their own personal SEL is in check. “Leadership sets the tone” stated Margaret Fir, “They
need to give teachers the latitude to do what’s best for kids and if they make it a building-wide
expectation, that could be very powerful.” Administration teams leading secondary schools have
the task to create a climate where SEL is supported along with, not in competition against
academics in classrooms, building an overall positive environment for students to develop their
whole selves.
Theory of Inclusive Secondary SocialEmotional Learning Instruction
Through careful data analysis of transcripts from one-on-one interviews and focus group
discussions, a theory has been constructed from the data to answer the main research question:
Q1

What are secondary school educators’ perceptions of what is important in
implementing SEL so that it meets the needs of diverse learners and students
affected by trauma?
Q1a

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of all
learners from all backgrounds?

Q1b

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of learners
dealing with trauma?
What should secondary educators know and be able to do during inclusive
SEL instruction?

Q1c

This theory encompasses four important aspects, the highest importance of which,
according to participants, was having relationships with and getting to know your students. The
remaining three aspects of the theory help build relationships with students; knowing yourself as
a teacher and capacity and comfort teaching SEL content, knowing your students personally and
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the types of SEL activities that would best serve their needs based on their cultural backgrounds
and traumatic experiences, and knowing the SEL content enough to be able to implement
appropriate activities effectively with current students.
The first aspect of the theory from the data suggested teachers believe the following:
getting to know their students on a personal level and working to develop positive relationships
with them was the best way to provide a safe and welcoming learning environment where
productive SEL could take place. This aspect of building relationships was by far the most
mentioned by participants. Participants stated that building a positive and welcoming classroom
environment was important to building these relationships, as well as teacher authenticity and
willingness to share their true selves and experiences. Teachers were encouraged by participants
of this study to work to find a way to sustain their own healthy social-emotional well-being in
order to provide the best SEL instruction to students and keep in mind that teaching SEL at the
secondary level is not always easy. One way to make it go more smoothly was to check their
assumptions about students and their backgrounds before they even attempt to implement
activities that are social-emotional in nature. Having resources available to teachers specifically
for implementing secondary SEL as well as professional development provided schoolwide on a
regular basis and administrative support of instruction of social-emotional content in the
classroom and leadership trust in teacher expertise to know and meet student SEL needs could be
the difference in schoolwide effective SEL instruction at the secondary level.
Conclusion
Chapter 4 presented the data coded and synthesized from the 21 secondary teacher
interviews and follow-up focus group discussions with 11 participants. The first section provided
a summary of the participants’ professional background and their expertise and knowledge about
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teaching social-emotional content to a diverse group of students along with the resources of
social-emotional content the participants have used. The next section presented the data to
answer the research questions outlined in the study. This section also addressed what not to do
during secondary SEL instruction and what is meant by inclusive SEL, provided by the
participants. The last section provided a discussion of the importance of school leadership in
supporting the implementation and success of secondary SEL and concluded with a discussion of
the emerging theory found in the data about the knowledge a secondary educator needs in order
to effectively teach inclusive social-emotional content to a diverse group of students and students
who have experienced trauma based on the data provided in section two. Chapter V summarizes
the findings of this study; provides a discussion of the findings; further dissects the theory of
inclusive secondary SEL instruction and how it is supported by previous literature discussed in
this paper; presents implications the findings of this study have for secondary teachers, school
leaders, and district personnel; recommendations for future research; and final thoughts from the
researcher.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The intent of this qualitative, grounded theory study was to examine the perceptions of
secondary teachers who were experts in teaching Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) as to what
knowledge was important in teaching social-emotional content at the secondary level to a diverse
population of students and to students who had experienced trauma. Participants in this study
were teachers who had at least 4 years of experience teaching SEL at the secondary level to these
specific populations of students. This study was even more pertinent as it took place during a
pandemic (which was considered a trauma) and during a social-justice movement (2019-present).
Data gathered from teacher-experts in one-on-one interviews and during focus group discussions
gave way to an emerging theory that suggested getting to know students and working to have a
positive relationship with them was the most important knowledge to have to implement
inclusive Social-Emotional Learning lessons at the secondary level. Data uncovered that, for
teachers to achieve these relationships, they needed to have a knowledge of themselves,
knowledge of their students, and knowledge of SEL activities appropriate for their students. This
combined knowledge made implementing transformative and trauma-informed Social-Emotional
Learning in their classrooms more successful. The Theory of Inclusive Secondary SocialEmotional Learning Instruction was grounded in this data from expert interviews and is explored
in this chapter.
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Summary of Findings
The findings of this study suggested that knowledge that was important for inclusive
secondary SEL instruction was centered on building relationships and getting to know students
on a personal level. The three major influences on this knowledge were the teacher’s knowledge
of themselves, teacher’s knowledge of their students, and teacher’s knowledge of inclusive SEL
activities appropriate for diverse secondary students and those who had experienced trauma.
Several aspects could either boost or hinder the implementation of inclusive SEL
according to the data from participants in this study. These include appropriate and available
resources provided to teachers for secondary SEL activities, appropriate and frequent
professional development offerings and teacher training in SEL that was inclusive for a diverse
population of students, and administrative support of instruction of SEL content in the
classroom. These aspects, although not always provided in all secondary schools, or necessary
according to some participants, could be the difference in implementing inclusive SEL
instruction at the secondary level.
The data were gathered and went through several cycles of coding. Data revealed
building relationships with secondary students from all backgrounds and experiences was needed
to teach inclusive lessons in social-emotional skills. Knowledge of themselves as teachers, their
students, and appropriate SEL activities could boost the inclusivity of these SEL lessons and help
to build these relationships more effectively. Knowledge of themselves as educators meant that
teachers knew what SEL activities they felt comfortable with, their own competency in SEL
instruction, and their ability to be authentic during SEL activity implementation. Knowledge of
the learner simply meant, according to participants, that the teacher knew their students and,
therefore, knew how far they could push them during SEL activities to participate and share
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themselves; how personal they could expect students to get. Knowledge of inclusive SEL
activities on the part of the teacher referred to the knowledge of the activities they were
considering presenting in class and if they were, in fact, inclusive. As part of their experience
with these activities, participants stated they knew if the activities considered were a proper fit
for their student population and were going to be inclusive when implemented. Each class has its
own personality and make-up, so teachers knowing their students and themselves would guide
them to choose the appropriate SEL activities for their classes that were inclusive and, therefore,
would have more of a chance of being successfully implemented and meaningful to the students.
In addition to the types of knowledge important to creating SEL lessons, participants of
this study voiced a few factors that could either hinder or improve the implementation of
inclusive SEL. These factors included administrative support for social-emotional instruction and
content. Administrative support included permission to take class time usually reserved for
subject content lessons to implement social-emotional content lessons, professional development
opportunities for teachers or schoolwide program adoption, and appropriate and available
resources for secondary teachers who were attempting to implement SEL in their classrooms.
The school environment in which SEL implementation was being attempted impacted the
teacher’s success either positively or negatively or, for some of the participants, did not factor
into the success of their SEL implementation. The findings from this study suggested that, if the
administration in the building was supportive, professional development was offered, and
resources were available, then social-emotional lesson implementation had the potential to be
more consistent across classrooms and more impactful schoolwide. Many of the participants in
this study did not have strong administrative support, professional development opportunities, or
resources appropriate for secondary students available to them, yet they were still able to

147
implement inclusive SEL activities in their classroom that were transformative and traumainformed. This was evidence that, although these aspects could improve inclusive SEL
implementation at the secondary level, implementation could be done without these aspects and
often were by the participants of this study. Participants mentioned consistently that having
administrative support, professional development, and resources would only enhance the SocialEmotional Learning in their school and students would grow in their competencies more than
without these factors.
Data from interviews and focus groups during this study revealed specific knowledge of
what not to do in order to not trigger diverse students or students who had experienced trauma in
a negative way, harming the teacher-student relationship. Triggering students during socialemotional content instruction could cause harm to the student-teacher relationship and make
further SEL implementation more difficult. Participants throughout the interviews cautioned
teachers not to force SEL activities or participation on students, not to be impatient, not to ignore
or dismiss students’ opinions and experiences, not to say, “it could be worse,” and not to
infantilize the SEL activities or be inauthentic in their delivery. Doing any of these actions could
be a detriment to any progress teachers had made in establishing relationships and trust with
students and may halt or wipe out any progress made with the student or class that had been
accomplished thus far through SEL activities.
The findings from this study suggested that teachers with experience in teaching SEL to
secondary students across content, grade levels, and schools felt similar in their opinion of
important knowledge to have when implementing inclusive Social-Emotional Learning to
diverse students and students who had experienced trauma. Whether participants were in urban
or rural schools, had lower or higher diversity, or had supportive administration and resources,

148
they relied on making relationships and getting to know students first in order to implement
inclusive SEL. The delivery method, time allotted for SEL instruction, administrative support,
and resources available varied with each participant’s experience, yet, each participant still found
that building relationships and getting to know students came first content and academia second.
Discussion of the Findings
Findings from this study aligned with previous research in a multitude of ways. Previous
research discussed in the literature review alluded to the importance of a positive and welcoming
classroom environment where the teacher was open and inviting to relationships with students
(CASEL, 2020a, 2020b; Cohen et al., 2009; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Taylor et al., 2017).
Previous research suggested that relationships with students from all backgrounds and with those
who had experienced trauma were more important today than ever (Cipriano et al., 2019;
Crowder, 2020; Hylton & McWilliams, 2020; Jagers et al., 2018; Rivas-Drake et al., 2020).
Researchers such as Kennedy (2019) and Rivas-Drake et al. (2020) had called for SocialEmotional Learning to be less white-washed or “one-size-fits-all” and more culturally
responsive. Schonert-Reichl (2017) has been an advocate of teacher training and competence in
behavioral and emotional factors to better deter students’ aggressive behaviors and promote a
positive learning climate.
It was not surprising that the previous literature and this study suggested that having
positive relationships with students was the best way to implement inclusive SEL and academic
content, even during the most tumultuous and trying times in education. This study successfully
addressed the gap in the literature which was the lack of knowledge that was important for
teachers to implement inclusive social-emotional content. The lack of knowledge on what was
important in implementing inclusive SEL became even more obvious during the COVID-19
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pandemic and social-justice movements of late. The findings from this study reaffirmed the
knowledge of important aspects of inclusive social-emotional teaching and content, however,
this study added important knowledge to the field, including what knowledge was important for
teaching inclusive SEL at the secondary level. This study gave supporting evidence to the
importance of teachers knowing themselves, their students, and the SEL content to best suit their
diverse student needs.
The findings of this study suggested that, for a secondary teacher to implement inclusive
SEL in the classroom, teachers would need to establish a classroom environment that was
conducive to getting to know students on a personal level in order to build relationships.
Building these relationships was bolstered, according to participants, by teachers sharing their
authentic selves with students during SEL and academic activities. Also of importance was
teachers taking care of their own social-emotional well-being and being able to communicate
effectively with students. Participants stated that resources that were provided by their school or
found themselves independently contributed to their knowledge of inclusive SEL. What could
also increase the implementation of inclusive SEL was school leadership support of providing
SEL in the classroom.
The Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction was developed from the data
produced from this study and demonstrated that participants used their own experiences, beliefs,
successes, environment, and data from students regarding social-emotional content as evidence
regarding what was important knowledge for implementing SEL in the secondary classroom.
Factors that could either support making these relationships through Social-Emotional Learning
or make them more difficult to achieve were administrative support of SEL content being
implemented in the classroom regularly, professional development and training opportunities in
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SEL content and implementation being offered by the school or district, and appropriate and
available resources provided to the teacher by the school or district. Through careful data
analysis of transcripts from one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions, a theory has
been constructed from the data to answer the main research question as well as three subquestions.
Q1

What are secondary school educators’ perceptions of what is important in
implementing SEL so that it meets the needs of diverse learners and students
affected by trauma?
Q1a

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of all
learners from all backgrounds?

Q1b

What is your perception regarding what are important aspects of SEL
implemented currently at the secondary level that is inclusive of learners
dealing with trauma?

Q1c

What should secondary educators know and be able to do during inclusive
SEL instruction?

The diagram below displays the key knowledge that is important for inclusive secondary
SEL instruction, which is centered on building relationships and getting to know students on a
personal level. The three major influences on this knowledge were the teacher’s knowledge of
themselves, teacher’s knowledge of their students, and teacher’s knowledge of inclusive SEL
activities appropriate for diverse secondary students and those who had experienced trauma. In
the next section, the Theory of Inclusive Secondary Social-Emotional Learning Instruction will
be explained in greater detail.
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Figure 1
Theory of Inclusive Secondary Social-Emotional Content Instruction

Theory of Inclusive Secondary Social-Emotional
Learning Instruction
Central to the Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction and the most important
knowledge according to the 21 participants of this study was getting to know students and having
positive relationships with them. This concept of relationships being paramount in the classroom
for inclusive SEL practices was supported by previous research, although indirectly. Much of the
previous literature focused on the importance of SEL instruction but not the knowledge required
to successfully implement inclusive SEL instruction. This study was the first to reveal
knowledge regarding aspects of implementing Social-Emotional Learning that was inclusive for
diverse students and students who had experienced trauma.
According to Legette et al. (2020), social and emotional learning has come to the
forefront on the national stage as a promising intervention to promote positive, inclusive school
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cultures, and relationships, however, educators, scholars, and practitioners need to recognize and
account for the realities of racial oppression when considering how to model and encourage the
core SEL competencies to work to humanize student-teacher relationships. Legette et al. (2020)
also mentioned how important secondary SEL was for students and how it should be inclusive of
various cultures and sensitive to students who had experienced trauma, however, the knowledge
important to achieve that was new to the research field. This study provided the knowledge from
experts on what inclusive Social-Emotional Learning is and how to implement inclusive SEL
into a secondary classroom.
Teachers of SEL at the secondary level who had experience teaching to diverse
populations of students and students who had experienced trauma had the knowledge that was
important to teach inclusive SEL to these populations of students, therefore, they were the best
source of knowledge for this study. According to participants, the most important knowledge
was getting to know your students and having positive relationships with them. In order to
accomplish these relationships with students, the first aspect teachers need to have knowledge of
the learner: be able to recognize signs of trauma, be sensitive to students who had experienced
trauma, not make assumptions about students, have open communication with students, and have
a knowledge of cultural norms and backgrounds of their students. The next aspect of relationship
building through inclusive SEL at the secondary level would be having knowledge of inclusive
activities. These inclusive activities, suggested by participants for inclusive SEL implementation,
need to be authentic, age-appropriate, and include the student’s voice. These activities cannot be
forced by the teacher and, when students participate, they need to feel validated and appreciated.
Examples of inclusive SEL activities provided by participants can be found in Appendix F.
Teachers of inclusive secondary SEL need to be patient and realize that it has not always been
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easy. Relationships at any level take time and hard work, especially student-teacher relationships
at the secondary level with diverse student populations and students who had experienced
trauma. The last aspect of relationship building through inclusive secondary SEL instruction was
teachers having knowledge of themselves; being authentic and share their true selves when
teaching academic and social-emotional content; having healthy social-emotional well-being;
being available, patient, and personable; and perhaps sharg their own trauma when appropriate.
Knowledge of the Learner
Building relationships with students in order to implement inclusive SEL at the secondary
level would require knowledge of the learners in the teacher’s classroom on an individual basis.
The important aspects of getting to know learners would be able to recognize the signs of trauma
in students, be sensitive to trauma, check assumptions about students and their backgrounds,
open communication with students, and be aware of as a teacher and knowledgeable about
cultural norms and backgrounds of students.
The previous literature on the topic of trauma-informed SEL supported the participants’
opinion in this study that anyone who taught SEL at the secondary level should be able to
recognize the signs of trauma and be sensitive to the fact that students at this point in their
educational careers had more than likely experienced some type of trauma. Pawlo et al. (2019)
stated that all SEL should be trauma-informed and that, for SEL content to be trauma-informed,
it must consider that many learners were experiencing strong and overwhelming emotions and
may be connected to an acute or ongoing traumatic experience. Participants in this study agreed
with this sentiment as well as the notion that school itself may be traumatic for students, as well
as adults, daily (Bath, 2008; Brunzell et al., 2016; CASEL, 2020b; Pawlo et al., 2019; Prothero,
2020; Quiros & Berger, 2015). Every SEL program or activity should anticipate the needs of the
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learner and address the challenges that acute or chronic trauma may present (Bath, 2008;
CASEL, 2020b; Pawlo et al., 2019; Prothero, 2020).
Research supported the participants of this study’s call to be sensitive to trauma while
teaching SEL content to secondary students. Pawlo et al. (2019) pointed to the importance of
creating cultural norms in the classroom that emphasized individuals’ existing strengths, rather
than deficits as students who had experienced trauma and often suffered social stigma and may
have experienced chronic rejection and other negative consequences, both at school and
elsewhere. Research from Bath (2008) and CASEL (2020b) supported the idea that children
affected by developmental trauma need adults in their lives who could understand the pervasive
impact of their experiences and who recognized that the pain from ruptured connections could
lead to a range of challenging behaviors. Aligning with this research, several participants in this
study mentioned the importance of educators understanding how trauma could affect behavior.
The participants recognized the need to focus on the strengths and positive contributions
of all students to the classroom culture. Most of the participants spoke about their successful
teaching activities that focused on how differences in each other created a stronger classroom
culture overall. Brunzell et al. (2015) reported that a strengths-based approach was the best way
to attempt trauma-informed education. Brunzell et al.’s three-domain approach for traumainformed teaching focused on regulatory processes, repairing damage, and increasing
psychological resources which promoted growth in character and well-being in students, all to
help those students who had experienced trauma grow in their social-emotional competence. The
findings from this current study were similar to Brunzell et al.’s in that participants reported that,
when teaching inclusive SEL to students who had experienced trauma, teachers need to be able
to recognize the signs of trauma, be sensitive that students had experienced trauma (focus on
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regulatory processes), work to repair the damage through sharing their own trauma when
appropriate, and not ignoring or dismissing students or say “it could be worse,” or force students
to participate in activities (increasing psychological resources).
What was lacking in the field of secondary Social-Emotional Learning knowledge,
according to previous literature and participants of this study, was how equity and race issues
could be a source of trauma for students. Henfield et al. (2019) stated that it was dishonest and
disingenuous for conversations about trauma and trauma-informed teaching to occur without
considering how racism and other forms of social oppression pervade social systems and
institutions. Most of the participants of this study agreed that race and the implications of being
different was a source of trauma for their students and these differences were going unrecognized
or viewed as negative. The fact that issues around race were a source of trauma to some students
needs to be addressed according to the Aspen Institute (2018) as well, who stated that all
students, and especially students of color, need to grow in learning environments that reinforce
their sense of academic belonging and send constant signals that they were valued for all their
assets and deserving of investment and rigor.
Williams and Jagers (2020) stated that transformative SEL could help resolve the issues
of equity that exist in SEL content dominant in classrooms today. Williams and Jagers suggested
that individuals should go beyond being prosocial to their neighbor and participate in actions that
attempt to resist, disrupt, and dismantle the inequities perpetuated by a dominant culture that
keeps their neighbor in an oppressed, marginalized position. Participants throughout this study
alluded to talking about race and inequity head-on, with an open heart and without pause. They
encouraged anyone who wanted to implement inclusive SEL to own their own privilege,
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position, race, gender, and even sexuality from the beginning in order to be authentic and begin
to build the foundation for positive relationships with a diverse population of students.
Teachers interviewed for this study agreed that when working in a classroom that had
both diverse student populations and students who had experienced trauma that teachers making
assumptions about students was counterproductive to building relationships with students.
Making assumptions as a teacher about a student’s background, race, the trauma they
experienced or are experiencing, or the student’s social-emotional well-being in the moment did
not work toward building relationships based on trust. Legette et al. (2020) and Pawlo et al.
(2019) stated that teachers need training in SEL that includes how to build genuine, caring
connections as well as how to demonstrate such care through advocacy for Black students,
standing up for racial justice inside and outside of school, and expressing true empathic concern
about the social implications of race in the lives of Black youth, families, and communities.
Participants throughout this study voiced a similar sentiment during multiple interviews
that they needed to own their own whiteness and privilege, being wary of what assumptions they
might make of how students were raised who had different cultural backgrounds than they did.
Participants stated that teachers should be aware of these assumptions they might make while
working to get to know students’ backgrounds and teachers should gear the SEL content toward
the specific populations of students and their needs, teaching acceptance of each other’s
background and culture, not just tolerance.
Teachers who participated in this study stated that an important aspect of getting to know
students and building positive relationships was having open communication with students from
the first day of interaction. Participants stated that this was an integral part of authenticity and
worked toward making students feel comfortable in the classroom and a valued part of the
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classroom community. Jagers et al. (2019) suggested transformative and trauma-informed
practices in SEL supported this type of open communication. Positive student-teacher
relationships might be marked by warm interactions and open communication between youth and
their teachers, and these regular interactions confirmed for students that their teachers cared for
them (Legette et al., 2020). Yang et al. (2018) echoed this stating that students who had open
communication with teachers and peers had increased engagement in school which had a
positive impact on a student’s perceptions of their relationship with their teachers and a
significant impact on their interest in school and self-efficacy.
An additional trait mentioned by participants of this study regarding teachers being able
to build relationships with students of diverse backgrounds was teachers having a thorough
knowledge of each learner under their care. According to the participants, this meant having an
understanding not only of students’ cultural backgrounds but also of different cultural norms of
those backgrounds and tailoring SEL to those norms. This was not what SEL had been designed
or known for historically. Rather, SEL content had been deemed a “one size fits all” curriculum
that lacked an equity lens (Aspen Institute, 2018; Garner et al., 2014; Jagers et al., 2018;
Kennedy, 2019; Rivas-Drake et al., 2020). Kennedy (2019) stated that empirical literature on
how school leaders might create culturally relevant, gender-aware, queer-friendly SEL
programming was ignored and that a glaring gap in the literature was that no research to date
illuminated the roots of SEL inequitable outcomes. While the literature pointed to a lack of
understanding of cultural norms and a need to make SEL more culturally relevant, the
participants of this study stated that paying attention to their students’ background and cultural
norms was an important aspect of building relationships with students that the participants were
aware of and felt other teachers of secondary SEL should also consider.
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Participants of this study encouraged teachers to get to know students through several
avenues. Many of the participants mentioned individual conferencing with students during class,
frequent check-ins regarding student mental health and wellness either individually or as a class,
student journaling, and both students and teachers working mindfully to promote a classroom
culture where differences were appreciated and celebrated. Schonert-Reichl et al. (2017) and
Rivas-Drake et al. (2020) suggested these activities as the foundation of transformative SEL and
to accomplish connections across different races and backgrounds. Legette et al. (2020) stated
transformative SEL had come to the fore as a promising intervention to promote positive
inclusive school cultures and relationships while recognizing and accounting for the realities of
racial oppression.
Transformative SEL could be a way to engage students in their own exploration and
meaning-making around their own ethnic-racial identity (Jagers et al., 2018; Rivas-Drake et al.,
2020). If teachers used the suggested modes for building relationships by the participants while
they also kept in mind the goals of transformative SEL brought into light by research to bridge
the gap between different cultures and backgrounds, relationships in the classroom would form
easier and become the building blocks for implementing inclusive Social-Emotional Learning
that was transformative and trauma-informed for secondary students. The first knowledge that
was explored was the knowledge of self, how well the teacher knew themselves and their ability
to implement SEL in their classroom that is inclusive.
Knowledge of Social-Emotional
Learning Activities
Another component of the Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction was
implementing inclusive SEL activities that were appropriate for the teacher and current students.
Building relationships with students in order to implement inclusive social-emotional content at
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the secondary level would require knowledge of appropriate SEL activities for secondary
students that build inclusive classroom culture, students being comfortable participating in and
teachers being comfortable presenting. This component of the theory included having activities
presented with authenticity, the age appropriateness of activities, not forcing student
participation, implementing activities that included student’s voice and choice where students
validated when they participated, and having patience as an educator and realizing building
relationships through social-emotional activities at the secondary level was not always easy.
Authenticity, discussed in the previous section regarding teacher’s knowledge of
themselves, referred to teachers presenting their true selves to their students, and allowing
students to get to know them. Being authentic in this aspect of the theory allowed for students to
see the teacher’s true personality and helped students be more authentic and open toward the
teacher as well, helping to build relationships. Authenticity in the third aspect of the Theory of
Important Knowledge for Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction, SEL activities referenced the
teacher’s authenticity when presenting activities. Authenticity in presenting SEL activities could
be observed in how fully invested in the activities the teacher seemed to be. Like the first
explanation of authenticity, if the teacher was not invested in the activity or did not believe in the
activity’s potential to change classroom culture and build relationships, the students would be
less likely to participate or buy in. Authenticity in SEL activity presentation by the teacher would
increase the students’ connection to the teacher and SEL competency participants of this study
suggested. Authenticity by the teacher was important in both aspects of the Theory of Inclusive
Secondary SEL Instruction; presenting their true selves to students at their true comfort level and
investment in the SEL activities presented to their students.
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Additionally, age appropriateness was an aspect of choosing SEL content for secondary
students. Multiple studies such as Cohen (2006) and Oberle et al. (2016) have shown that the
majority of SEL programs and activities were geared toward elementary-aged children,
therefore, according to many of the participants of this study, it was important to choose
activities carefully for secondary students, making sure they were appropriate and effective for
the population of students. A factor that affected program implementation at any level was
relevance to the students and its potential adaptability (Durlak, 2016). Participants stated
throughout the interviews that secondary students needed more than surface-level SEL which
was a characteristic of elementary activities. Surface-level SEL activities were appropriate for
elementary students who were just starting to get to know themselves and what healthy
relationships consisted of. These activities included exploring the different emotions and aspects
of relationships (Donahue-Keegan et al., 2019). Secondary students were more emotionally
prepared and ready to dive beneath the surface and talk about deeper emotions and situations,
such as equity, race, sexuality, and trauma (Rivas-Drake et al., 2020). Secondary level SEL
programs would be more impactful and would be able to address differences in gender, sexual
orientation, race, and ethnicity with forethought in courses of action to produce positive results in
older students (Kennedy, 2019). According to both literature on age appropriate SEL activities
and the participants in this study, students at the secondary level required deeper connection and
self-exploratory SEL activities that helped in building SEL competencies and authentic
relationships with each other and the teacher (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Rivas-Drake et al.,
2020).
Further, while implementing activities at the secondary level that focused on building
relationships and social-emotional capacity, teachers could not force students to participate.
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Previous research did not directly address not forcing student participation, however, in their
study, Low et al. (2016) stated that the program or activity implemented at the secondary level
should result in student participation by choice and that what constituted high-quality program
implementation of SEL was the observation of increased student attention and engagement.
Participants agreed that forcing a student to participate in any SEL activity may cause more harm
than good to the student-teacher and student-student relationship. Since SEL was deeply personal
and could be risky for students to take part in, teachers in this study stated across the board that
student participation should be voluntary. Participation could look different at the secondary
level, as several participants alluded to, to increase safety and comfort and could include
journaling and one-on-one conversations instead of presenting to the whole group. Alternative
expressions such as these could increase student comfort and the likelihood of engagement.
Student voice and student validation must be apparent in SEL activities designed for
secondary students for them to be inclusive. Participants felt that students should have a voice
regarding what activities were being implemented and when they did engage, students should be
validated and supported. According to participants, student voice could be a positive attribute of
any classroom and help build the climate and culture of that classroom around relationships and
positive interactions. Several participants described their own classroom and stated that, when
students had a voice and felt like a valuable part of the classroom community, they were more
likely to engage in social-emotional as well as academic content. Rivas-Drake et al. (2020) were
among only a few studies that suggested appropriate SEL implementation at the secondary level
meant giving students more voice and validation about identity exploration and establishing a
sense of resolution or clarity. Gregory and Fergus (2017) added to the view of students’ voice
from the cultural lens stating that increasing SEL competencies at the secondary level such as
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self-awareness and social awareness could increase student voice in the classroom and decrease
colorblindness and marginalization.
Lastly, the Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction suggested that SEL activities
need to be implemented over a long period of time with fidelity to show any lasting impact.
Participants alluded to this throughout interviews and focus groups and warned that patience and
persistence were necessary; inclusive SEL implementation was not always easy. Sometimes,
according to several teachers in this study, it was not until long after a student had gone through
the teacher’s classroom that the teacher sees the impact of Social-Emotional Learning. Students
may return many years later to inform the teacher of the impact they had on them. Examples of
inclusive SEL activities appropriate for secondary students can be found in Appendix F.
Elias et al. (2006) supported this sentiment that SEL implementation was only successful
when committed long-term, stating multiyear, structured classroom instruction that applied
social-emotional skills to real-life situations and focused on school ecology and climate had the
most enduring benefits. In fact, the evidence of the lasting impacts of SEL instruction at present
was lacking because of program infidelity, teacher disengagement, and lack of support from
administration. Numerous research studies pointed to schoolwide implementation, teacher
fidelity and buy-in, and consistent SEL content instruction over time as the only way to see the
positive impact on students and school climate (Cohen, 2006; Cohen et al., 2009; Durlak, 2016;
Elias, 2019; Oberle et al., 2016). Many of the participants in this study stated that they had
implemented SEL in their classroom since day one and would continue to do so, regardless of
school or district guidelines and that this dedication and persistence was why they had the
success they do.
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Knowledge of Self
Building relationships with students in order to implement effective, inclusive SEL at the
secondary level should require teachers to have a knowledge of themselves in their classroom.
According to the results of this study, the important aspects of teachers getting to know
themselves as an educator included being authentic (both in presenting content and in personal
interactions with students) and sharing their true selves; having healthy personal socialemotional well-being; being available, personable, and patient; sharing your own trauma at
appropriate times; and having open communication.
The Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction included aspects of being authentic
and the teacher presenting their true selves during instruction was important in implementing
inclusive SEL at the secondary level. Participants in this study stated that students could “sniff
out” teachers who lacked authenticity and those teachers who were faking it during SEL
instruction. As a result, students failed to build relationships with those teachers that were
genuine and built on trust. This finding supported previous research as reported by Kennedy
(2019) who stated SEL instruction needed to be authentic, and teachers truly needed to be bought
into the SEL content instruction while showing care for students and working toward equity in
the classroom. Schonert-Reichl et al. (2017) implicated that many teachers believed that SEL
skills were teachable and that promoting SEL would benefit students from both rich and poor
backgrounds and that SEL had many positive effects when teachers implemented it with fidelity
and authenticity.
Participants pointed to a teacher’s own social-emotional well-being as an important
aspect of implementing inclusive and effective SEL at the secondary level. The Theory of
Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction showed that this was an important aspect of teachers
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knowing themselves and presenting their authentic selves to their students. Teachers building up
their own social-emotional competencies and being comfortable teaching social-emotional
content to secondary students was important. Teachers who were strong in their own SEL
competencies were better able to optimize the classroom SEL instruction for students and
promote SEL competencies in their students (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Schonert-Reichl,
2017).
Collie et al. (2015) discussed the different teacher profiles regarding how comfortable
they were teaching SEL content in the following three ways: the SEL-thriver, the SEL-striver,
and the SEL-advocate. Depending on which profile the teacher identified in the three distinctions
determined if the SEL content was well-implemented and helped students improve their SEL
skills or demonstrated a lack of student engagement and lack of SEL culture in the classroom.
Gu and Day’s (2007) article supported social and emotional competency instruction for teacher
education programs stating, “integrating knowledge about SEL into teacher training may provide
an important opportunity to build the personal and professional emotional resilience of emerging
teachers who, from all accounts, will face enormous challenges in their teaching roles.” (p.
1314). Participants in this study suggested that teachers would benefit from implementing socialemotional practices in their daily routines. These daily routines would help teachers improve
their own SEL competencies and help them present this type of content to their students
authentically and productively.
Having healthy social-emotional well-being allowed teachers to be more available
emotionally to students, personable and patient when teaching SEL content in the classroom
(Jennings & Greenburg, 2009; Yang et al., 2018). Teachers’ social-emotional competence and
well-being has strongly influenced the learning context and the infusion of SEL into the

165
classroom and schools (Jennings & Greenburg, 2009; Schonert-Reichl, 2017). The Aspen
Institute (2018) called to action stated that educators had social and emotional assets and needs
as well as students, and educators, especially those working in the most disadvantaged schools
and those in the poorest neighborhoods, experienced secondary traumatic stress from supporting
students in crisis, therefore, teachers and administrators must be emotionally and physically
healthy themselves in order to help students develop social and emotional competencies.
An aspect of the Theory Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction that was up for debate
between participants was whether teachers should share their own trauma with students. Several
participants stated that, when appropriate, sharing parts of their traumatic past, or talking about
the traumas they had survived gave the students a connection point and hope that they too could
get through the trauma. Other participants warned that sharing too much of your own trauma
might blur the boundaries between student and teacher. Brunzell et al. (2015) pointed to building
relationships with students and getting to know them as the number one way to help students
with trauma and that sometimes this meant getting personal and sharing parts of ourselves.
Participants in this study stated that it was critical that teachers to help students feel safe
and build trust when possible, so students would learn to develop social intelligence and seek out
positive bonds with others. Teachers could be the only people who could help students learn
what a healthy, supportive relationship consisted of. Building relational trust could involve
simple teaching practices such as smiling at students, teachers sharing parts of their life with
students, getting to know students as individuals, and teachers being role models of a reliable and
regulated adult (Brunzell et al., 2016). Participants in this study and historical research matched
in sentiment that trauma-informed teaching focused on relationships and trust. Teachers should
use their best judgment when it came to sharing their own trauma with students, making sure it
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was appropriate for the activity and helping the students while not blurring the line of
professionalism. The trick to inclusive SEL implementation could involve teachers embracing
the work, not as a set of practices teachers applied selectively, but rather teachers reimagining of
how they related with students and one another (Gorski, 2020).
Implications
Implications for Secondary Teachers
For the last several years, our nation has been in the throes of a myriad of extraordinary
events including, but not limited to, a global pandemic and a social-justice movement in response
to systemic racism throughout our society. As a result, all the nation’s students, families,
educators, and community educational partners have been affected in some way. The educational
system has found itself in the center of the response to these events and teachers were expected
to bear the brunt of the impacts on education. The impact of these challenges was not equal and
further revealed the deep connections of the racial and class inequities in our educational system
to the persistent disparities in health, economic, and criminal justice systems and every facet of
our society (CASEL, 2020b). It has not been clear to us as a society yet how much or how deep
these events would impact students and educators in the near and distant future, but what was
clear was that educators could no longer ignore the need at the secondary level for teachers to be
trained in and have knowledge in inclusive social-emotional practice and that implementing
inclusive SEL should be a priority across secondary schools to implement consistent and
effective Social-Emotional Learning for diverse learners and students who had experienced
trauma (Aspen Institute, 2018; Prothero, 2020; Rivas-Drake et al., 2020; Weissberg & Cascarino,
2013).
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Regardless of whether students were physically present in classrooms, relationships with
teachers, school leaders, support staff, families, and community members could shape their
learning environments and their social, emotional, and academic growth (CASEL, 2020a). In
order to provide a safe, supportive, and equitable learning environment teachers would need to
have the knowledge to engage in practices that affirmed diverse social and cultural identities;
cultivate a sense of belonging and community; use engaging, relevant, and culturally responsive
instruction built on an understanding of how children and adolescents grew and developed
socially, emotionally, and academically; create space for student voice and agency; offer
frequent opportunities for students to discuss and practice anti-racism and develop collaborative
solutions to address inequities; and provide tiered supports that met the needs of all students
(CASEL, 2020b). Recent events of the last several years have reaffirmed the results of this study
and drove the construction of the Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction which included
three essential aspects of inclusive secondary social-emotional implementation. The time is now
to impart this knowledge on secondary school educators to better serve our population of
students currently and in the future. The future of education could depend on it.
As students and teachers have attempted to navigate the world post-COVID and through
the social-justice movement, the aspects of transformative and trauma-informed SocialEmotional Learning contained in the Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction would be
important to refer to and learn from going forward. The recent events of the world have impacted
everyone globally in both small and big ways and students’ and teachers’ mental health have
suffered as a result (CASEL, 2020b). The most promising way to get back on track and face
current challenges would be through the teaching of social-emotional competencies to students
and teaching of and attention to educators’ social-emotional competencies. When it comes to the

168
impact of mental health on academic outcomes, the research stated that developing
social-emotional competence was key to success in school and life (Elias et al., 2006; Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009).
No one would argue that the past few years have not been mentally, physically, and
emotionally challenging for everyone globally. Students and teachers have had to work to remain
motivated, productive, and mentally healthy. There is an urgent need nationwide at this current
juncture for educators to know more about how all students understand, manage, and express
emotions (Harris et al., 2020). The data from this study showed that this urgent need was even
more pronounced due to the pandemic and social justice movement. Results from this study
suggested that it was important for secondary teachers to have knowledge about inclusive SEL
and that teachers would benefit from implementing social-emotional content into their
classrooms, regardless of their content area, on a regular basis. Data collected in this study
suggested that SEL that was implemented at the secondary level needs to take into consideration
diverse students and students who had experienced trauma and, therefore, be transformative and
trauma-informed in nature (Aspen Institute, 2018; Prothero, 2020; Rivas-Drake et al., 2020;
Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013).
The priority for teachers at this time as shown by the results of this study was to work to
get to know their students and build relationships with them. As a result of virtual and hybrid
learning, these relationships have suffered, and the results were detachment and lack of
motivation by students (Walker, 2020). It would be crucial for educators and community
members to realize that teaching and learning could not just “get back to normal” but rather the
priority needs to be rebuilding relationships must take place. Only then could learning start to
return to pre-pandemic and social-justice movement form (CASEL, 2020b). Further, teachers
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need to be willing to teach transformative and trauma-informed SEL in their classrooms on a
regular basis; administrators need to support this implementation with proper training and
resources provided to their staff; and the overall goal of secondary educators needs to be to
reconnect and build positive relationships with their students by increasing knowledge of
themselves as educators, their students, and appropriate SEL activities for their students. While
these aspects of teacher actions and administrative actions would be a starting place, district
leaders and policymakers could and should play a part in the results of this study being shared
and implemented in the educational system.
Implications for School Leaders
Data from this study indicated that, in order for teachers to implement inclusive socialemotional content in their classroom that was transformative and trauma-informed, teachers
would benefit from proper training in SEL content and delivery. Data from this study showed as
well that administrative support of social-emotional content implementation in secondary schools
was an aspect that could make inclusive SEL content more successful and school wide. Teacher
training was important in what constituted transformative and trauma-informed SEL practices
and their proper implementation to be impactful and reach a larger population of students.
Implications and knowledge from the experts of this study gave educational leaders a map to
navigate their way toward inclusive Social-Emotional Learning for diverse populations of
students and students who have experienced trauma. Participants stated that staff could lead the
way the overall improvement of school climate and culture, especially if they had administrative
support of inclusive SEL content implementation, proper resources and professional
development.
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Furthermore, administrators merely stating that they support SEL in classrooms was not
enough according to participants in this study. Administrators needed to provide properly vetted
professional development on transformative and trauma-informed practices on a regular basis for
their staff. School leaders must also provide SEL resources in an ongoing, consistent, and
supportive manner. An aspect of administration demonstrating support of teachers implementing
transformative and trauma-informed SEL in the secondary classroom would be for leaders to
lean on teachers in the building that were already implementing this type of SEL in their
classroom. The administration could view them as leaders in the building that could pass this
type of instructional knowledge on to other teachers in the building through professional
development opportunities or resource sharing. These expert teachers, such as the participants of
this study who were successful in forming relationships and implementing inclusive SEL in their
classrooms, could offer training, observations of their classrooms, and advice and resources to
other teachers in the building. Results of this study suggested that, if the administration was not
clear on how to implement knowledge of inclusive SEL, adult experts in the building could help
them train and support other staff in the building to work toward this knowledge and
implementation.
A resource that has often been overlooked but did not lack importance in training at the
secondary level was time for training and teaching SEL. The focus at the secondary level for
professional development during the school year was often only content based. In order to foster
a climate and culture that was supportive of SEL implementation, the administration must give
the staff time training in social-emotional content and permission to implement the SEL content
into their regular classroom routines. Participants of this study went so far as to say that
evaluations of teachers should contain an aspect of social-emotional content teaching in all
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classrooms and teacher proficiency at building relationships with students. If that was to come to
fruition, the administration needs to provide the time for training and give teachers grace in the
amount of time they spent during class on social-emotional content. If it was a true priority for
the school, then the time taken away from content would not be penalized, instead encouraged by
the administration. Participants were adamant when talking about taking time away from content
instruction that students who felt connected to their classroom and have been taught socialemotional competencies grow more academically in the long run, making up that time.
Many of this study’s participants, even without administrative support of SEL teaching or
SEL content being a school priority, consistently took time to implement transformative and
trauma informed SEL in their classrooms and their students benefitted greatly from their
knowledge and activities. These same participants and additional participants stated that, if their
administration would make implementing SEL a schoolwide priority, their school and students
could benefit even more. The results of this study suggested that, although a teacher with the
proper knowledge in implementing transformational and trauma informed SEL could impact
their own students and classrooms positively and greatly, an administrative team that supported
SEL implementation schoolwide and provided the proper training and resources would boost the
results of the implementation for more students. The result of schoolwide support and
implementation would be a productive step in the right direction for positive school climate and
culture. During current times, this support by the administration for inclusive SEL
implementation could possibly make a difference in bouncing back from current events that have
demolished students’ motivation and achievement.
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Limitations
The findings of this study should be interpreted considering the study’s limitations. First,
although the sample size was larger (21 total one-on-one interviews and 3 focus group
discussions) than the anticipated 8 to 10 interviews, this study represented a relatively small
sample of the teaching population, from 2 states and 7 districts. The results from this study and
the solutions may be based on the study’s population of teachers. The reader might interpret the
findings of this study as a collection of expert knowledge about inclusive Social-Emotional
Learning that could be utilized immediately in secondary schools worldwide. The Theory of
Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction was built from teachers who fit the construct of the study
and had been teaching secondary SEL to diverse student populations and students who had
experienced trauma for at least 2 years. Future research would be needed that consists of a
broader sample of teachers to get an accurate glimpse into secondary education of knowledge of
inclusive SEL practices.
Another limitation that should be considered was the teachers self-reported their SEL
instruction and may have had a desire to answer the interview questions with information that
they knew was relevant to the study and the researcher wanted to hear, versus what was
happening in the classroom. It was possible that the findings were subject to common method
bias and self-report data may not speak to teacher’s actual implementation of SEL. Direct
observation of participants’ classrooms was not completed; therefore, the study’s results and
implications were based on the interpretation of what was happening in the classrooms of the
participants by the participants.
An additional limitation was that this study only recorded the teacher’s point of view and
perception of inclusive SEL left out certain affected populations voices. The teachers were able
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to tell their story of the inclusive SEL practices in their classroom, however, the student’s
perception of the implementation of SEL was not recorded or observed. The impact of the SEL
activities on the diverse students and students who had experienced trauma was expressed solely
in this study by the teachers implementing the activities. The student’s views and opinions were
excluded in this study as well as the administrator, parent, and community perceptions.
Despite these limitations, this study was relevant to the educational climate today and its
results were important for current leaders to interpret and learn from. This study had important
results to learn from the participant experts as far as the knowledge that was important for
inclusive secondary SEL instruction.
Recommendations for Future Research
This qualitative research study was a contribution to the limited literature of
transformative and trauma-informed social-emotional content implemented currently at the
secondary level. This research was, in part, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic which held
students out of school buildings and forced them to rely on online learning for the better part of
the 18 months. This study was also in response to numerous situations that called for a socialjustice movement to take place concurrently. Future qualitative and quantitative research may be
necessary to better understand the knowledge required to implement Social-Emotional Learning
at the secondary level that was transformative and trauma-informed. Future researchers may
want to compare what knowledge would be necessary for transformative and trauma-informed
social-emotional content to be inclusive during heightened emotional and tragic times versus a
more normal social climate. The data gathered for this study were done so during unprecedented
times. Data from classrooms post-pandemic and social-justice movement may do well to be
comparative of the most impactful content.
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Further research would be needed to define more accurately how the COVID-19
pandemic and current social-justice movements have affected secondary education. Future
research could also explore what inclusive Social-Emotional Learning could do to mitigate the
adverse effects the years 2019-2022 has had on schools, teachers, and students. Research to
discover methods and knowledge that have been shown to be effective in reconnecting students
with their school environment and their educational goals post-pandemic and social-justice
movement may be prudent. What participants have stated was the most difficult task since
returning to school in-person full time was reconnecting with students, even though they were
considered educators that already were well-established in this area. Future research could
explore what SEL knowledge and inclusive practices would be best suited for post-pandemic and
social-justice movements that educators implemented since March 2020.
Additionally, future research could investigate the role of Social-Emotional Learning
specifically in recovering from the trauma that the pandemic and social-justice movements have
caused our students may be valuable. Although the education world may not know the extent of
the damage the impacts of COVID-19 has had on students, future research could investigate the
importance of social-emotional content in recovering from such situations for our students as
well as our teachers. The current and future mindset of students’ motivation, fear, and
reconnection with educational goals after the myriad of events from 2019-2022 has been
unknown and, therefore, the most impactful Social-Emotional Learning knowledge and activities
have yet to be discovered. The participants of this study referred to what knowledge has worked
for them up to this point about transformational and trauma-informed practices without being
cognizant of the true impact of the educational switch from virtual, to hybrid, and ultimately
reintegration of students in 100% in-person learning amid a pandemic during an 18-month
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period. New learnings are sure to come about during 2021 and beyond about the impacts on
learning as a result of the social and health events of the past 3 years and what Social-Emotional
Learning has been impactful to reconnect with diverse students and all students who have
experienced the trauma of COVID-19.
Through researching the experience of educators, parents, students, and community
members during the COVID-19 pandemic and current social-justice movement, research could
gain insight into the needs schools have faced and not gotten throughout the years of 2019
through 2022 to better prepare for possible future educational challenges. Educators and
communities across the globe have learned above all else the value of truly connecting with
people in-person and how important schools were in the social development of a community
(Walker, 2020). Returning to school during this unprecedented time would require new types of
relationships that elevate diverse perspectives, especially if there were voices or groups who
have been left out of conversations and decisions about schooling in the past (CASEL, 2020b).
This study has suggested that the most likely response to the difficult and challenging
times we have been seeing was through social-emotional content that was transformative and
trauma-informed in order to build and rebuild relationships with students and each other. There
was a vast amount of research that would need to be conducted and reported on the best ways to
address the past 3 years and move forward to reconnect students and teachers to education, the
backbone of any society.
Final Thoughts from the Researcher
When I first began this journey, I focused on picking a topic that I was passionate about
and wanted to learn more about. I had been teaching for almost 20 years and had worked to
implement SEL into each lesson, every day. I was observing how important this content was to
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secondary students, but not seeing it much outside of my classroom and a few friends’
classrooms. I wanted this topic to be relevant for the educational world today and have data that
could be applied in the classroom tomorrow. I wondered if SEL could be taught in such a way
that diverse students and students who had experienced trauma would be better served,
considering the current happenings of the world and current SEL content resources.
I was excited and pleased to find so many people in my own professional environment, as
well my friend circle, wanting and willing to help me with my research. It was through the help
of these professional colleagues and friends that I obtained such a large pool of expertise and
knowledge about secondary Social-Emotional Learning. I had planned on interviewing 8 to 10
teachers and ended up with 21 participants! I interviewed teachers with 4-54 years of teaching
experience, and I was honored to interview them and learned from them all. Not one of them
spoke of leaving the profession, but rather all of them were preparing for the 2021-2022 school
year with the students in mind and wondering how they could best serve them through the
pandemic and social-justice movements. Each participant was passionate about students and
about the SEL content they intended to teach, even more so considering what students were
experiencing. The teachers in this study had a deep sense of empathy and compassion as they
thought about how hard these current events were for their students. This study helped me
rekindle my passion for SEL and look for ways to implement strategies as a school leader.
Passion and Joy
When I contemplated the 21 participants of this study, the first 2 words that came to mind
were “passion” and “joy.” Throughout all 21 of my conversations with these secondary teachers,
I experienced their passion for teaching and the joy each one of them experienced in their current
position. Granted, these interviews took place over summer break and the teachers were
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well-rested, but I imagine that being a student in any one of their classrooms was a positive
experience every day. I would have loved to have had any of these teachers when I was in high
school and could tell that each of them had special relationships with many of their students.
Even Tyra Kentia with 54 years’ experience and teaching in a school with 84% diversity was
excited to see her students and stated that she missed them!
In all the conversations with the participants, I was intrigued, interested, and happy to be
talking with them, time flew by. I looked forward to each interview and had promised each
participant that I would share my study with them as most of them asked to “please see the
results.” Participants wanted to know how they could better serve their diverse students and
students who experienced trauma through other participants in this study. Many teachers in this
study also wanted to ask about resources and “pick the other participants’ brains” during the
focus group discussions. This study was enjoyable and delightful, compared to stories I had
heard about dissertation data gathering, I felt blessed and lucky to have had such great
participants. I walked away from each interview with a deep respect for the teacher and a new
friend.
My Personal Dissertation Experience
Looking back at all that was happening in my personal life while attempting to fulfill a
lifelong goal of getting my doctorate, I got a sense of pride and awe. I could not believe that
whilst I was completing this program, my teaching career ended during a pandemic. I did not
know my last day of teaching after 18 years was my last day of teaching. I became the Dean of
Students at my school for the 2020-2021 school year, only to receive a promotion and start a new
job for the 2021-2022 school year. Going from science teacher, to dean, to assistant principal in
3 years during this dissertation experience, all the while experiencing being an educational leader
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during the COVID-19 pandemic and social-justice movement was quite challenging. As a leader
in my school, it was challenging to navigate all the demands of a new position, as well as adjust
to the many schedule changes, mask mandates, mask exemptions, quarantines, and hiccups that
came with working in a school that was 48% students of color and was visibly politically and
racially divided.
This experience was exhausting yet exhilarating. I would not have changed the
experience of the last 3 years for anything. The excitement I had for finishing this milestone was
met with the challenge of applying all I had learned to the leadership position and opportunities
that I had been given. So many emotions had come up during this journey, as I interviewed
participants and reviewed the data and in my daily challenges as an assistant principal. I have
had many celebrations along the way and at times felt very productive at attempting to
implement transformative and trauma-informed SEL in my school. Other times, I have felt
defeated and frustrated about the lack of interest or urgency secondary teachers have had
regarding Social-Emotional Learning. When at my lowest, it was the passion, joy, and
commitment of the participants of this study that came to mind. There was no job in a school
more difficult than teaching, and the teachers at my current school deserved a leader that was
also passionate and joyful.
Looking at our current school experience and ahead to the rest of the 2021-2022 school
year, there was no doubt in my mind that this was the hardest year yet of the pandemic and social
justice challenges. The adults in my school have fought each day to get students to attend, let
alone participate and feel motivated by grades. As an administrative team, we have seen more
drugs, suicide attempts, and fights than I could remember in recent years. Students were looking
for connections yet rejecting them concurrently. I am seeing different manifestations of the
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current climate in our student’s behavior than I have ever seen before. Each day has a challenge,
and each day convinces me even more how important this research study was. If there was one
thing that was going to get us through these current times in education, one thing that was going
to help us rebuild schools and create an environment that students and teachers learn and care for
one another, it was through transformative and trauma-informed Social-Emotional Learning.
Conclusion
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and recent social justice movements, school
districts and teachers across the United States have been charged with adjusting the entire
educational system to meet the needs of students during these trying times. Teachers have
responded by readjusting their curriculum, delivery methods, schedules, and expectations.
Nothing in the educational world was untouched by current events. Educators have responded by
becoming more innovative than ever to try and meet accountability and achievement goals for
their students while students have become disengaged and unmotivated (CASEL, 2020b).
Transformational and trauma-informed secondary SEL knowledge and implementation, as
shown by this study, was an inclusive teaching tool that was needed during this time and in the
future that would make a positive and meaningful impact immediately on students and school
culture as a whole.
Teachers who implemented inclusive SEL content at the secondary level would impact
student engagement and motivation positively, as well as boost student reconnection to school.
Inclusive secondary SEL instruction has had the likelihood to impact teacher effectiveness and
student achievement when implemented successfully. In order to reach maximum effectiveness,
inclusive secondary SEL should require an investment of time, energy, resources, and support
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not only from the teachers and staff implementing the SEL content but by building and district
administration as well.
By conducting interviews of 21 expert teachers in the field of secondary SEL teaching
that was transformative and trauma-informed and 3 focus-group discussions by these experts, I,
the researcher, formulated a theory that could be utilized by school districts and buildings to
strengthen their knowledge of inclusive SEL and, thus, teachers’ implementation of inclusive
SEL content. The Theory of Inclusive Secondary SEL Instruction focused on teachers building
relationships and getting to know students first and foremost through knowing themselves,
knowing students, and having a knowledge of appropriate inclusive SEL content. These
relationships and teacher knowledge have been enhanced by the availability of appropriate
resources for teachers, proper professional development and training for teachers in
transformative and trauma-informed Social-Emotional Learning, and the support of
administration of the teaching of SEL content in the classroom. This study was conducted in 7
different school districts across 2 different states with a 25-85% population of students of color
and school district populations ranging from 667-92,000.
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June 2021
Re:

Transformative and Trauma-Informed Social-Emotional Learning at the Secondary
Level/Research Participant Recruitment

Dear Principal ____________________________________,
I am writing to ask that you pass on an opportunity to participate in a voluntary research study of
important knowledge regarding transformative and trauma-informed Social-Emotional Learning
at the secondary level to your teaching staff. This study is being conducted by Jennifer Santos at
the University of Northern Colorado.
Participation includes
●
●

a personal interview lasting approximately 30-45 minutes
A virtual follow-up focus group discussion at a later date lasting approximately 6090 minutes.

Inclusion criteria:
● Teach in a secondary school and have done so for at least two years.
● Teach Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) in their classrooms on a regular basis either
through their own implementation or implementation of an SEL program adopted by
the school or district and have done so consistently for at least a semester.
● Work in schools with a diverse population of students (at least 25% of the student
population are students of color).
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Dear secondary teachers of inclusive Social-Emotional Learning:
If you are willing to participate, you will be interviewed by phone, video conferencing, or
in-person (if possible) about your knowledge about secondary inclusive SEL, SEL that is
transformative (culturally relevant) and trauma-informed. The interviews will be recorded and
later transcribed for analysis.
I will take every precaution in order to protect your privacy and believe the risks to
participants are minimal. I hope that you can impact others by imparting knowledge that is
important in providing inclusive SEL and other school building leaders and educators will be
able to learn from your experience.
If you are interested in reading more about the study and providing consent to participate,
please do the following:
1.)

Use the link below to complete a Qualtrics survey.
https://unco.co1.qualtrics.com/survey-builder/SV_9vIo3fQI5VuHLYq/edit

2.)

Contact Jennifer Santos to set up an interview at raab4887@bears.unco.edu or
(xxx)-xxx-xxxx

Thank you for your consideration, and once again, please do not hesitate to contact us if you are
interested in learning more about this Institutional Review Board-approved project.
Jennifer Santos
Principal Investigator
Dean of Students Frederick High School
Doctoral Candidate University of Northern Colorado
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Project Title:

Transformative and Trauma-Informed Social-Emotional Learning at the
Secondary Level

Researchers:

Jennifer Ann Santos

Phone

Numbers: (sss) xxx-xxxx

E-mail:

santos_jennifer@svvsd.org or raab4887@bears.unco.edu

The primary purpose of this study is to explore the perceptions of secondary educators
about what is important when implementing inclusive SEL at the secondary level to diverse
learners and students who have experienced trauma. I will use the information from this research
to guide and educate other school administrators and district personnel on what factors are
important for future SEL implementation at the secondary level.
As a participant in this research study, you will answer questions in a semi-structured
interview setting with the interview conducted by the researcher. This interview will take place
at a location convenient for the participant and all information gathered from the interview will
remain confidential. The interview will be digitally recorded and later transcribed. The
researcher will be the only individual to have access to the digitally recorded and transcribed
interviews and this information will be stored on a password-protected device, locked in the
researcher’s office, or on the researcher’s person at all times. Interview transcripts will be
available to the participants. Results of the research may contain participants’ responses.
Pseudonyms will be utilized in this case to maintain the confidentiality of the participants’
identities. The interview will take approximately 45-60 minutes. Your honest opinion about
specific knowledge that you have around inclusive SEL will be appreciated. You will answer
questions pertaining to your professional background and experience, and your current role in
education, including the environment in which you are an educator, and the type of school or
building you are employed. You will be asked about the knowledge you think is important when
implementing SEL at the secondary level especially to specific populations of students.
Post interview, you will be asked to participate in a focus group consisting of yourself
and other participants in this study. Focus groups will contain 4-8 participants and will be virtual
through Zoom. The focus group will last approximately 60-90 minutes. During this time,
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participants will be asked to discuss what knowledge is important and come to an agreement on
several key components of inclusive SEL. There will be guiding questions, however, the focus
group is an open discussion in which all opinions will be valued. The focus group will be
recorded, transcribed and led by the researcher.
The potential risks to the interviewees in this study are minimal. Your answers to the
interview questions will be password protected, and your personal identity will not be shared,
only a pseudonym and your geographical location in a western state. The responses to the
interview will be coded in the research to also maximize confidentiality. There is no bearing and
no relation to this study on your current position. Individual interviews with the researcher, who
is an unfamiliar person, may cause some feelings of discomfort or anxiety. Efforts will be made
by the researcher to build rapport with each participant to alleviate any feelings of uneasiness.
There are minimal benefits to participating in this study. Participants get a chance to reflect on
their professional lives and experiences and learning may occur from this reflection.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you
begin participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be
respected and will not result in the loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having
read the above and have had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant,
please contact Nicole Morse, IRB Administrator, Office of Sponsored Programs, Kepner Hall,
University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.

Subject’s Signature

Date

Researcher’s Signature

Date
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Frame of Reference: One of the purposes of focus group discussions is to encourage
participants to engage in the process of collective sense-making. Through our discussion, we are
going to work to arrive at a consensus on important knowledge when incorporating inclusive
SEL in the secondary classroom. I am interested in your views on the topic and hope that
together we can agree on a central theme and categories of important knowledge. The goal is
mutually developed ideas and views on this topic.
Selection of participants: Purposeful sampling was utilized according to the maximum
variation definition (Dimmock & Lam, 2012). Educators were sought out and selected for this
study based on the following criteria:
1.

Teach in a secondary school and have done so for at least two years.

2.

Teach SEL in their classrooms on a regular basis either through their own
implementation or implementation of an SEL program adopted by the school or
district and have done so consistently for at least a semester.

3.

Work in schools with a diverse population of students (at least 25% of the student
population are students of color).

Guiding Questions for focus groups:
1.

What is important to know regarding inclusive secondary SEL?

2.

What support do you need to provide inclusive SEL in your classroom?

3.

Is there specific knowledge necessary before implementing SEL in the classroom,
either transformative or trauma-informed?

4.

What is important to know about what NOT to do when implementing inclusive
SEL in the secondary classroom?

5.

What should secondary educators know and be able to do during inclusive SEL
instruction?

201

APPENDIX D
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL

202

203

204

APPENDIX E
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
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Respondent: _______________________________
School: ___________________________________
Years in Education: ________________________
Approximate % of students of color at current school: ___________
Approx % of students who have experienced trauma: ___________ (if possible)
Interview Protocols and Questions:
Beginning Script: Make sure the recording device is on and working first...
1.

Introduce yourself, give some background information of your
professional path, what led you to want to do this research.

2.

Share critical details of the study- why am I doing this research, what do I
hope to learn, who is going to be reading and using the results of this
research.

3.

Informed consent- define and have the interviewee sign the consent form
before moving on.

4.

Alleviate concerns about confidentiality- let them know their names and
place of employment will not be shared, untraceable responses. Best
efforts will be made to maximize confidentiality.

5.

Build rapport by asking personal questions/sharing more about yourself
(see question one).
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Interview Questions:
Background:
Please tell me some background about yourself, your educational background, your position, and
your experience.
SEL Knowledge:
What percentage of your education career or how many years have you been a
proponent/practitioner of SEL?
What is the source of the SEL that you provide in your classroom? (program outside of the
school, own research, a school adopted program?)
What does effective inclusive SEL (transformative and trauma-informed) look like in a
secondary classroom?
In your experience, what knowledge do you think is important when implementing SEL in a
diverse school or classroom?
In your experience, what knowledge do you think is important when implementing SEL in a
school or classroom where students have experienced trauma?
What advice/knowledge can you suggest about what NOT to do during SEL instruction at the
secondary level?
Transformative and Trauma-informed SEL Knowledge:
What are examples of inclusive SEL that you provide in your classroom?
What are the elements of SEL in your classroom that are transformative and trauma-informed?
What resources exist for secondary school leaders interested in implementing transformative and
trauma-informed SEL in their schools?
What are some things a school leader can do to support SEL in your school?
What training/knowledge do teachers need to make the SEL they provide inclusive?
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Ending Script: DO NOT TURN OFF RECORDER UNTIL YOU WALK OUT THE
DOOR
1.

Thank participant for participating

2.

Let them know what the next steps are

3.

Schedule a follow-up interview to go over any answers that need
clarification/give the participant the transcript if they so desire, and ask
any questions you missed/came up after this interview with other
interviewees that you wished you would have asked

4.

Let them know again how you are going to keep the confidentiality of the
answers and what you plan to use their answers for.

5.

Give your contact information to the participant should they have any
questions or further comments they want to share with you.
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INCLUSIVE SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL
LEARNING ACTIVITIES
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Specific Inclusive Social-Emotional Learning Activities That Have
Proven Successful for Participants in Growing Students
in the CASEL Competencies

Name of Activity
COMPETENCE

Short Description
SELF-AWARENESS

Feelings wheel (selfawareness)

Teaches students the vocabulary to express how they are
feeling on any given day and point to why they may be feeling
that way and the appropriate ways to handle their moods.

Mindfulness (self-awareness)

Working with students to complete different meditations and
learn different meditation techniques. Mindfulness apps and
exercises are available online. Books on mindfulness also are
helpful resources.

Mission Statement or codex
(self-awareness)

Students write a mission statement or codex for their own
lives. They talk to each other about these. This lets students
and teachers get to know each other on a personal level,
understanding different perspectives.

Bismouth Rockets (selfawareness)

Use these for “touchstones’’. Students paint them to reflect
who they are and who they want to be. Sharing is voluntary.
Whenever they feel flustered, they have their touchstones in
the room as a reminder of who they are and who they want to
be.

Jelly Babies (self-awareness)

These are numbered creatures that had different emotions. The
teachers ask, “Which one do you feel like right now?” and the
students journal about it and look at patterns over time. This
works on self-awareness and self-analysis of emotional wellbeing over time.

Letter to Future Selves (selfawareness)

Students write a letter as a freshman to their future senior or
graduating selves. They give advice or write about hopes for
where they will be. The teacher keeps the letter and gives it to
the students at graduation.

Teaching the Science of
Breathing/Breathing
Exercises (self-awareness)

Teaching the different breathing strategies and the ability
through breathing to moderate the body’s chemical response
and reaction to stress.
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COMPETENCE

SOCIAL-AWARENESS

Cross the Line/Step
forward-Step Back
(social-awareness)

Leader makes statements (some low level, some more personal),
participants move across the line or step forward if the statement
applies or is true for them personally. Participants move back to
their original position after each statement.

Validating Student
Statements (socialawareness)

Repeat and validate what students said, ask for them to share more
Use a lot of questioning and not teacher personal opinion of what
students are going through
The teacher is honest and transparent with students during
discussion

Check-ins (self and social Students individually check in on their emotional well-being.
awareness)
There are a number of ways to conduct a check-in, however, a
common way is to give a number between 1-10. 1 being the
lowest- and 10 being the best emotional state.
COMPETENCE

SELF/SOCIAL AWARENESS

Circles (Peace,
Restorative Justice,
Connection; self and
social-awareness)

Seat all participants (teachers and students) in a circle. Circles
allow for more connection and conversation. Have a talking piece
(something that has to be in the hands if someone is going to
speak). Can be teacher or student-directed- questions to the
group). You must build up to heavy questions- talk about social
skills, SEL competencies, academic study skills, anything we see
in class. Students reflect on how they are doing with each and the
circle discussion can ease tensions even in a tough class.

Snowball toss (self and
social-awareness)

Students write down two to three sentences on a piece of paper.
They write about the lesson of the day, questions they have, things
they are struggling with, any needed topic of the day. Students do
not put their name on the paper, they crumple it up and throw it in
the center of the room. The teacher randomly picks one up and
reflects, shares, and answers. Students can say it was theirs or not.

Student Reflections on
Characteristics (selfawareness, socialawareness)

Define a characteristic for students on the board, such as selfesteem. Students then write a reflection on their own competency
in this characteristic. Students turn in the reflection with no name
on it, teachers can read it out loud or pass it back out the next day.
Students read others they don’t know and realize they are not
alone and others feel the same way they do.
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Student Reflections on
Classroom Expectations
(self and socialawareness)

When setting the classroom expectations teachers say, “today we
are going to talk 10 minutes about ____ and the importance and
value of that and we’re going to reflect and see where we’re at
with it.” Talk about this each day and build on it. Students write a
letter to themselves at the end of the week on how they grew in
that attribute and how great they are.

Student Reflection on the
year (self and socialawareness)

Students write an “end of the year reflection.” Students reflect on
growth, challenges, emotional milestones, and goals for the future.
Students share their reflections with their teacher and other
students.

“Ultimate Me” playlist.
(self and social
awareness)

Students create a playlist of 10 songs that best describe their likes
and personalities and design the CD cover. Students can share with
the class or at least the teacher.

COMPETENCE

SELF-MANAGEMENT

Flexible seating (selfmanagement)

Students choose seating and seating is not only made up of rows of
desks. This thinking lets the students feel comfortable in your
space-reenvisioning what classroom management looks like based
on outcomes rather than observations.

Breaks (selfmanagement)

Teachers give the kids a break during the period. This could be
unstructured where you let them play, or have them walk two by
two and share something with someone else, giving the students a
topic. This brain break can give them more focus for the next
academic task.

COMPETENCE

RELATIONSHIP SKILLS

Two truths and a lie
(relationship skills)

Get to know activity- students pair up with someone they don’t
know. They introduce themselves and read what they wrote and
the other person tries to guess the lie.

Clap Outs (relationship
skills)

Every time a student shares or accomplishes a goal, the rest of the
class claps for them.

Speed Dating
(relationship skills)

Students write three meaningful questions on a notecard- easy ones
at first, deeper the more times students do this. Put students in two
circles, one inside, one outside. Students face each other. Students
in the inside circle rotate every minute and a half and answer the
questions from the outside circle. Then switch.
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Walking tag (relationships
skills)

Students walk with a partner and change partners every 30
seconds and they are forced to walk with people outside of
their social group and get to know them. Give them a topic to
talk about. When a tag is called, students find another partner.

“What students need to hear”
(relationship skills)

Watch this video on YouTube and have a class or partner
discussion. Have students talk about “What teachers really
need to hear” and discuss that as a class as well.

What I wish my teacher knew
(relationship skills)

Beginning of the year activity. Students share with the teacher
what they wish the teacher knew about them before they make
any decisions about their behavior or grades.

If you walked in my shoes
(relationship skills)

Students share what walking in their shoes is like. They write
on a notecard or share with a partner. This activity allows
students to share trauma and deal with it and recognize that
other students also share similar trauma.

Affirmations (relationships
skills)

Students write affirmations for themselves and others and post
them in the classroom. For example: “I am strong”, “I am
smart.”
Encourage students to put affirmations in their car, or mirror
or locker where they are going to read them multiple times a
day. Reflect on this after a week.

Fill Others Buckets
(relationships skills)

Have students fill each other’s buckets: students write a
compliment for another student on a post-it and place it on
other students’ backs.

COMPETENCE

MULTIPLE COMPETENCIES

Daily Quote (self and social
awareness, relationships
skills)

Put a quote on the board that is related to something students
can reflect on for character building etc. Can also put facts, or
what’s happening in the world today instead of a quote to talk
about.

Student/Teacher Personal
Conferences (socialawareness, self-awareness,
relationship skills)

Teachers have one-on-one conferences with students
throughout the year and check in with them academically and
socially and emotionally. The teacher keeps track of the
students they have met with and what was covered. Check-in
intentionally and regularly.

TEDTalks on 5 CASEL
Competencies (all
competencies)

TEDtalks on the five different aspects of SEL. Students watch
them and think about their own competencies, and write a
reflection about them.

